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This thesis explores the lived experiences of lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and queer women of 
faith. Using conceptualisations of narrative identity, I consider the ways in which dynamic and 
interweaving notions of ‘comforts’ and ‘conflicts’ feature in their stories, and how these 
experiences influence the ways they narrate, negotiate and create a sense of self and identity. 
Central to this thesis are stories of integration, transformation and growth (Yip, 2018).  Twenty 
three participants took part in the research and shared their stories. I use narrative 
methodological approaches, informed by qualitative longitudinal research methods, utilising 
interviews and timelines.  I explore the complex and diverse ways some participants narrate a 
self that is overcoming or has never been in conflict at the intersections of their sexuality, 
gender and religion. I consider the ways other participants understand and explain their 
reasons for leaving religion, and in turn engage with processes of spiritual blending to continue 
to find comfort in faith. I open up sociological dialogue on LGBTQ mental health and 
experiences of conversion therapy. I use narrative to explore the fundamentally spiritual 
nature of transition and transgender lives.  This research makes four key contributions. First, 
my use of narrative, particularly of Paul Ricoeur’s narrative emplotment (1992a), brings an 
alternative, nuanced and relational focus, foregrounding the oscillating notions of ‘comforts’ 
and ‘conflicts’ to lived experience.  Second, in focusing on the experiences of LGBTQ woman, 
I emphasise the significance of intersections of sexuality and gender within considerations of 
lived religion. Third, I draw necessary attention to lived experiences of conversion therapy, 
which are underexplored in sociological research. Finally, I bring diversity to the identities 
considered at the intersection of sexuality, gender and religion, and give detailed, narrative 
accounts of the experiences of trans women of faith.  
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Glossary of Terms 
The terms used in this thesis reflect the ways my participants self-define, and are further 
informed by Stonewall’s Glossary of Terms. For more information, please see: 
https://www.stonewall.org.uk/help-advice/faqs-and-glossary/glossary-terms  
 
Bisexual:  Describes a sexual or romantic attraction to more than one gender 
Cisgender: Describes a person whose gender identity is the same as the sex they 
were assigned at birth  
Gay: Often used to refer to men who have a romantic and/or sexual 
attraction towards men, but is also a generic/interchangeable term used 
by women and lesbians who have a romantic and/or sexual attraction 
towards women 
Genderqueer:  Genderqueer is, like non-binary, used to describe a spectrum of gender 
identities which are not exclusively masculine or feminine, male or 
female 
Homophobia: The fear or dislike of someone, based on prejudice or negative attitudes, 
beliefs or views about lesbian, gay, bi or queer people 
Internalised 
homo/transphobia: 
Internally directing negative attitudes toward or about homosexuality 
and/or trans identities. This can cause feelings of shame, guilt and 
denial 
Intersex:  Describes individuals who are born with biological attributes of both 
sexes, or whose biology does not fit with societal assumptions of male 
and female  
Lesbian: Describes women who have a romantic and/or sexual attraction 
towards women 
Micro-aggressions: Subtle, sometimes indirect or unintentional, everyday experiences of 
marginalisation which can feel undermining and discriminatory  
Non-binary Non-binary, like genderqueer, is a term used to describe people whose 
gender identity does not sit comfortably within binaries of male or 
female 
Pansexual:  Describes a sexual or romantic attraction which is not defined by or 
limited to sex or gender 
Passing: The work trans people engage in order to be perceived as cisgender, to 
live undetected, or to mitigate risk of detection, and ‘achieve’ their 
chosen gender 
Queer: Historically used a slur, ‘queer’ has been reclaimed as positive. Queer as 
a noun is used to describe those who reject labels relating to sexual 
orientation or gender identity. Queer as a verb denotes challenging 
established sexuality and gender norms 
Trans/transgender:  Describes people whose gender identity is different or incongruent to 
the sex they are assigned at birth. ‘Trans’ is an umbrella term and I use 
it in order to encapsulate myriad experiences and identities 
Transphobia:  The fear or dislike of someone based on prejudice or negative attitudes, 
beliefs or views about trans people or transitioning. This includes 




1. Introduction  
This thesis explores the lived experiences of lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and queer women of 
faith. Using conceptualisations of narrative identity, I consider the ways in which dynamic and 
interweaving notions of ‘comforts’ and ‘conflicts’ feature in their stories, and how these 
experiences influence the ways they narrate, negotiate and create a sense of self and identity. 
This research develops existing arguments and understandings surrounding lived 
intersections of sexuality, gender and religion, but serves to move these discussions forward 
by focusing on stories beyond those of conflict, centring instead stories of “integration, 
transformation and growth” (Yip, 2018: 1293).  
     In this introductory chapter I will contextualise the research within current academic and 
public discourse. I introduce myself as the researcher and explore the ways both the thesis and 
I developed over the course of the research process. I then outline my narrative conceptual 
framework. I frame and explore my research questions and aims, before finally presenting an 
outline of the thesis itself. 
 
1.1 Contextualising the researcher and the research 
The relationships between religion, sexuality and gender have a long, often difficult and 
fascinating history. Individually they are complex and multidimensional social phenomenon. 
Consideration of them collectively, as interweaving, dynamic and relational, brings rich, 
significant and vital areas of empirical and theoretical focus. Sociological considerations of 
these relationships is relatively new, but over the last 25 years vast shifts and changes in our 
interest and understandings have proliferated research in the field exponentially. The centring 
of lived experiences and uncovering of previously un-heard stories was, and remains, crucial. 
At first glance, the lives of lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and queer (LGBTQ) people who have 
faith or religion appears to be beset by difficulties and conflicts. These experiences are often 
simplified as binaries; of the religious and secular, of heterosexuality and non-heterosexuality, 
of acceptance and rejection, of staying or leaving. Initially, research in this area shed necessary 
light on previously under-researched groups, uncovering experiences of difficulty and 
incongruence, but also of (re)construction and self-actualisation (Thumma, 1991; Mahaffy, 
1996; Yip, 1997). This research began to address and challenge the pervasive nature of these 
binaries, highlighting a multitude of complex experiences, and most significantly, 
demonstrating that it is, of course, possible to be LGBTQ and have faith. While possible, 
research often highlighted a sense of the challenging and contested nature of these 
intersectional experiences, and this remained at the fore in academic research.  
     Narratives of conflict and discord are particularly evident in public debates and discourse, 
with a prevalence of stories of intolerance and divide. During the course of conducting this 
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research, a steady, increased media interest in intersections of sexuality, gender and religion 
from myriad areas of social life have focused on conflict. Examples include protests by parents, 
on apparently religious grounds, against the teaching of ‘LGBTQ sex and relationship 
education’ in schools (Llewellyn, 2019). Further to this, (currently unfounded) government 
promises to outlaw conversion therapy were made after shocking and controversial findings 
from the UKs National LGBTQ survey showed that 5% of respondents had been offered the 
practice in some form, largely by religious organisations (Government Equalities Office, 
2018). These narratives feed into larger notions of ‘clashes’ between religious tradition and 
‘modern’ cultural and social life, which centre a secular imperative that make it challenging 
for those who do not identify as religious or non-heterosexual to understand how and why this 
would be an existence someone would ‘choose’ (Page and Yip, 2020). 
     The conflicts here are, of course, not unfounded and academic research reflects these wider 
narratives. Attention has increased over the last 25 years, exploring the difficulties of these 
experiences, in a body of research that brought much needed insight to an intersection of 
identities that was hitherto under researched (Yip, 2018).  Research has served to address and 
uncover sociologically significant understandings of the difficulties of reconciling an LGBTQ 
identity with a religious one. Here we have seen the ways in which LGBTQ people mediate a 
sense of ‘management’ or engage strategies for dealing with a sense of discord, or ultimately, 
leave a faith life because the reconciliation is too difficult (Yip, 2003a; Yip, 2005; Barton, 
2010). As these stories are, unfortunately, too often prevalent in lived experience, they remain 
central in academic and public discourse.  
     However, increasing understanding of the nuance, complexities and most significantly, 
joys, of life as an LGBTQ person of faith are beginning to be uncovered. Academically and 
culturally, alternative stories are emerging, which help decentre simplistic, binary 
understandings of these experiences. Ideas of the pervasive and ubiquitous nature of conflict 
are being challenged. Conflict, reconciliation and ideas of identity management are 
increasingly understood as forming only part of a complex and multidimensional web of lived 
experiences by LGBTQ people of faith. This becomes increasingly apparent when the focus of 
research expands to include a diversity of sexual, gendered and religious identities. LGBTQ 
people of faith may share certain commonalities of experience, but are far from homogenous. 
Attending to the rich and varied nature of lived experiences, my research highlights the 
multifaceted and dynamic nature of lived circumstances that are much more complex, 
fascinating and varied than the sum of their difficult parts. I have found researching and 
writing about sexuality, gender and religion in current socio-historic contexts to be many 
things. It is simultaneously challenging, provocative, inspiring, heart-warming and vital. It is 
within this context, and at this significant academic juncture, which I position my own 




1.1.2 The Researcher 
This is a thesis about narrative, in which I have asked, encouraged and undoubtedly have and 
will continue to benefit from the very generous ways people have shared their stories with me. 
I felt it important, then, that I also share, in part, my own. I know this is not an academic 
necessity nor obligation, and that ‘confessional’ self-narrative as a means to authorise and 
cement reflexivity can be misleading. My intention here, however, is to oscillate between 
‘doing’ and ‘being’ reflexive; balancing the telling of my story as embedded as part of my wider 
reflexive practice. It feels difficult, perhaps impossible, to deal with them as mutually exclusive 
entities (Yip, 2008). I do this from at least two interweaving positions. I do this from the 
position of ‘researcher’, attending to my sense of self and considering this in relation to 
knowledge – an important, even necessary step in sociological work like this (Etherington, 
2004). But I also do this, unavoidably, from a ‘personal’ position. I feel sharing my own story 
is an inevitability, because it has been embedded in the research from the offset. It feels 
pertinent from both positions. It also feels discordantly uncomfortable and cathartic, bringing 
a sense of growth and learning, which has characterised much of my own journey in research. 
     I believe I was drawn to research identities (and sociology more broadly as a discipline) 
because I experienced struggles with navigating a sense of my own self.  I define myself as a 
cisgender, gay women, who is not religious. My brother and I were christened as young 
children, I believe more for reasons of tradition than religion, but church and faith never 
featured nor were made necessary in our everyday lives. I have a familiarity with some 
elements of Anglican Christian faith. This began in having attended non-religious state schools 
in the UK where, in primary school in particular, biblical stories and unenthusiastic hymn 
singing were mooted as lessons in morality, encouraged ‘good behaviour’ and engendered a 
sense of collective participation. Further to this my extended family are engaged in church life, 
and I attended services occasionally as a child, more as a means to spend time with them. But 
I often found myself feeling uncomfortable in churches. I could appreciate the architecture, 
but not necessarily the atmosphere. Religion came to represent, as it does to so many young 
people growing up in relatively secular conditions, an old-fashioned sense of tradition, 
restriction and hypocrisy. Studying sociology as an undergraduate did not do religion any 
favours in this regard,  although, admittedly, I did not study any modules that challenged these 
notions, or introduced me to the depth and richness the sociology of religion can offer. I left 
university as a relatively staunch (yet not virulent) atheist.  
     More significant to my difficulties in navigating social life was my emerging sense of 
sexuality. I began to realise I probably was not straight in my early teens, and I vividly 
remember telling myself this was something that I would need to keep secret. On reflection, it 
is difficult for me to unpick how and why I felt that to be so ardently necessary. I believe I made 
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this choice in order to actively and consciously protect myself from a perceived ‘risk’ of 
homophobic abuse. Religion was not a factor here, I was decades on from decriminalisation, 
from the AIDS crisis, but the strength of the pervasive and enduring nature of homophobic 
narratives and continuing lack of role models influenced my experiences. Section 28 was 
repealed the year I left secondary school (Stonewall, 2003), Queer as Folk1 and The L Word2 
were causing untold controversy in the media, and I knew no other gay people. When I did 
come out some years later my overwhelming feeling was one of relief. I was relieved to be 
accepted, openly and completely, by my friends and family. How this was ever in question, is 
a point of personal reflexive discord now. But the fact that, in a position of relative cultural 
and social privilege, I internalised that sense of risk, shame and rejection - something which I 
feel does an abject disservice to those around me - is testament to notions that to risk being 
‘other’ comes with fear, isolation and uncertainty. My story is not unique, but I feel a reflexive 
sense of wonder about the origins and extent of my own internalised homophobia, and my 
reaction to an emerging sense of self and identity that immediately drew a need for repression. 
Coupled with this are associated mental health difficulties that often come with such a visceral 
reaction. All this was engendered without a direct, homophobic experience to speak of. 
‘Coming to terms’ with my sexuality is something that might describe what happened, but feels 
diminishing and negative now. I feel I grew in to myself, and continue to do so.  
     Fundamentally these experiences, my reflections on them and, thankfully, periods of 
increasing social and self-acceptance, brought to me an ever-growing sense of intrigue that I 
believe drew me to my current research considerations. I was initially reluctant, even avoided, 
formulating research ideas which might place me, in part or in full, within the research. But in 
continuing to narrow down and work through an interest in ‘discordant identities’, I arrived 
at sexuality and religion as an apparently ‘obvious’ choice. I wondered, initially, how others 
who might have had similar experience to my own might cope, manage or deal with these same 
feelings when, on top of any confusion or discord felt internally, whole communities, 
scriptures and deities appeared to continually deliver and support messages that they were 
‘sinful’, ‘wrong’, ‘shameful’. Of course, while beginning to engage with the wealth of academic 
knowledge available to me, I was effectively and swiftly able to challenge my own 
preconceptions of what this research could and should be. Importantly, this was coupled with 
an increased sense of a softening attitude towards religion, as I grew in knowledge and 
understanding, met new people from culturally diverse backgrounds out in the ‘real world’ and 
developed an important understanding of and appreciation for the very important differences 
between faith and religion (McGuire, 2008; Ammerman, 2014). When planning and 
 
1 Queer as Folk is a British Television drama series documenting the lives of young gay men living in Manchester. 
It aired from 1999 - 2000  https://www.channel4.com/programmes/queer-as-folk  
2 The L Word is a US television drama series documenting the lives of lesbian and bisexual women in Los Angeles. 
It aired from 2004 - 2009, with a relaunch in 2020 https://www.sho.com/the-l-word  
14 
 
developing the research and engaging with the literature, I understood that negative stories 
might dominate the research, but they would be by no means the only ones. I felt this was a 
discernible gap, which I hoped I could address. 
     The idea of ‘comfort’ and ‘conflict’ emerged from my own position as a person without faith. 
I reflected on what I felt, from a lay and (soft) atheist perspective, what religion and faith are 
supposed to bring people. My understanding is that religion is many things to different people. 
But fundamentally as a personal, lived experience, religion should - in part, at least - bring 
comfort in the structures of everyday life, a sense of belonging in community, in spaces and 
places.  It should be a source of support, bringing security, guidance, contentment, in the most 
difficult and the most mundane. I wanted to ensure I could tease out the ways in which faith 
was positively experienced. When moving beyond the apparent entrenched nature of 
homophobia emanating from ‘organised religion’, I felt it must be faith that mattered; 
personally and sociologically. I focused my interests in the ways LGBTQ people address, 
manage or narrate these experiences in the face of challenge, socially and individually, but 
more significantly in the ways they still obtain and maintain a sense of comfort and support 
within. The interplay of comforts and conflicts became my focus. 
     As the research progressed I found I have, at times, begun to underestimate the strength of 
entrenched, negative narratives. While growing in knowledge and understanding of stories of 
comfort, foregrounding and concentrating on the increasing sense of transformation and 
growth, I have on occasion been stridently reminded of the strength of  narratives that it is not 
possible, not desirable to be LGBTQ, religious, or both. Two events reminded me of this. One, 
at a university induction event, we were asked to share our research interests with those 
outside our faculty. I was informed by a peer, an engineering student from Pakistan, that it 
would be impossible to include Muslims in my research as gay Muslims do not exist, because 
homosexuality is un-Islamic (I had no opinion on whether their computational efforts would 
succeed or otherwise). A second reminder came from a gay, British colleague who, on asking 
of my research interests, immediately rolled their eyes and disparaged any possible research 
with religion (asking neither if I was gay nor religious). These events centre a sense of 
marginalisation LGBTQ religious people can face in both LGBTQ and religious communities. 
It highlighted the strength of feeling mediated in the opinions of others on such an intrinsic 
parts of personal life. Their dismissiveness and definitiveness gave me even the smallest sense 
of what it might be like to live this intersection. It reminded me why this research remains 
important and returned me to one of the early functions of sociological research in this field; 
that LGBTQ people simply do exist, and that it is possible to be LGBTQ and religious. It 
reminds me that, far from the field being saturated, there remains new, diverse stories to tell, 
and challenging dominant narratives that these experiences are impossible, undesired and 
only ever conflicting remains pertinent.  It is important not only to understand that there are 
15 
 
difficulties and conflicts here, but consider how sociological research might work to address 
and challenge them, informing policy and support functions. This research helps to begin to 
address some of these notions, contributing to and developing this field. Giving sociological 
space to these stories is a privilege.  
 
1.1.3 Narrative as conceptual framework 
Narrative permeates both the theoretical and methodological frameworks underpinning this 
thesis. Narrative is embedded in hermeneutical, interpretivist traditions, centred within 
epistemological notions which position our social worlds as created; constructed in our 
engagement with our social worlds, and in our relations with others (Crotty, 1998). Narrative 
theoretical frameworks draw focus to the ways in which we use stories as a central function of 
our social lives in order to both construct and understand our lived experiences and our sense 
of self and identity. The telling and receiving of stories helps us make sense of who we are, 
both in and over time and within our socio-historic and cultural contexts. Stories are not 
carriers of social ‘facts’, but are integral to the relational processes of meaning making in our 
lives (Lawler, 2008). Positioning this research within narrative frameworks enables me to 
prioritise lived experience and interpretation, through the collection of rich, narrative data, as 
a means from which to build my own arguments and understanding about the social world. 
This becomes increasingly significant, and powerful, when exploring identity as a lived, 
sociological phenomenon. By ‘lived experience’, I refer to the very, everyday things that 
happen in our lives. Sociologically, lived experience helps account for ways realities are 
embodied and ‘lived through’ subjectivity and a sense of self in our everyday realities, taking 
intimate account of the ways which ideologies – or culturally circulating narratives - inform a 
sense of self, particularly for identities and bodies that are marginalised and contested (Ezzy, 
1998; Mirza, 2013). Attending to the ways individuals narrate and story their sense of self 
brings significant empirical and theoretical understanding to the ways in which social life is 
constructed, how experiences are prescribed meaning, and the ways in which experiences are 
located and influenced not only within individual narratives, but in a vast array of widely 
circulating ones (Somers and Gibson, 1994).   
     This is a thesis, fundamentally, about identities. I use narrative theoretical frameworks to 
further understand and engage with sociological conceptualisations of identities as narrated. 
The work of Paul Ricoeur is central to this, particularly his use of emplotment; the creative 
work of producing narratives. For Ricoeur, identities are made through narratives; through 
the synthesis of multiple, heterogeneous elements of events, plots, characters and actions, 
creatively drawn together and presented as inevitable, connected and significant.  For Ricoeur, 
the hermeneutical is central; narratives, and therefore the self, cannot be separated from the 
social world. The telling of stories necessitates a reader, or listener, between whom, an 
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interpretive process is required in order to create comprehension and understanding. I use 
Ricoeur’s concept of narrative emplotment, embedded in hermeneutical and interpretivist 
traditions, to explore the ways in which LGBTQ women of faith navigate, narrate and 
understand their sense of self as individuals intrinsically embedded in social worlds.  
     I use ‘identity’ and ‘self’ interchangeably throughout the thesis, but I recognise that there 
are semantic and, more significantly, sociological differences here. ‘Identity’ is largely used to 
refer to a sense of who we ‘are’, and also how others see us. This often comes in tandem with 
labels, categories and roles. My participants are all women, they are all lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
trans or queer, and currently or previously have identified as religious. Labels and categories 
are necessary in navigating and understanding social interactions, however, I aim to avoid 
reducing identities merely to categories, individually or collectively (Lawler, 2014). These 
elements of their identities are not disparate or fragmented, but interweave throughout all 
areas of their lives, impacting and influencing their lived experiences. ‘Self’ takes more account 
of the complexities of identity, as self is, sociologically, used to denote the very relational and 
socially constituted nature of who ‘we’ are, and importantly, our capacity for reflexivity here. 
My use of these terms is testament to narrative frameworks in this research; they account for 
a sense of the individual, the labels one may ascribe, without reducing the self to a series of 
roles, while attending to the necessity for the relational and hermeneutical. Furthermore, this 
supports my decision to largely avoid using the term ‘subjectivity’. I do this primarily in order 
to maintain some theoretical boundaries, as subjectivity is most used in post-structural 
discussion, with which I engage minimally. But I also agree with critiques of poststructuralist 
frameworks which see the limits of completely destabilising identities (Penney, 2013). Without 
this, it is difficult to take account of the relational nature of lived experiences in the way I 
intend and see the most value in. My approach to self and identity allows space for analysis of 
social interaction which enables agency, while also taking account of the often constraining 
influence of social structure (Somers and Gibson, 1994). As such, ‘identity’ and ‘self’ as 
outlined above sit most effectively with the interpretivist epistemological basis of this thesis, 
and are more effectively in line with my narrative, sociological approach. 
     My research is positioned within and draws knowledge and understanding from four key 
areas of sociological knowledge. First, sociological approaches to identity. This is a vast, 
complex and diverse area of study, but as indicated, I locate my research specifically within 
theoretical and conceptual frameworks embedded in interpretivist and narrative traditions, in 
order to attend to the relational and socially constituted nature of self and identity. Second, 
within the study of sexuality and gender. Although ‘sexuality’ and ‘gender’ are distinct fields 
of study and separate facets of identity themselves, it is also important to attend to the ways 
they are inextricably linked, both in our social lives and in sociological analysis. In the 
following chapter, I expand in more detail on the multifaceted ways sociological approaches 
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have informed theoretical discussions in relation to my focus on LGBTQ women. Thirdly, I 
engage with recent developments in the sociology of religion, particularly in proliferating the 
development of lived religion. This is an approach through which sociological analysis can 
bring much needed depth of understanding to the diversity of religious experiences, and the 
complexities of religious and faith identities beyond the institutional. Finally, my research sits 
firmly in the established and increasingly burgeoning field directly considering sexuality, 
gender and religion. This is a fascinating and broad field of study, in which I aim to make new 
and useful contributions informed by both established sociological research and my own 
emerging arguments and ideas.  
      
1.2 Research aims and questions 
The title of this thesis: Narrative identities in sexuality, gender and religion: exploring 
comforts and conflicts in the lived experiences of LGBTQ women of faith, effectively 
summarises the holistic, broader focus of this research. But the project itself is built on the 
foundation of three, focused research questions. I expand on the overall aim of the research in 
conjunction with each research questions in more detail in this section.  
 
1. What comforts and conflicts do LGBTQ women of faith experience in 
discovering and expressing their sexuality, gender and religious identities? 
 
This first question directly attends to the broader aims of the research to draw out stories 
which encompass multiple experiences. It would be sociologically disingenuous to assume that 
stories of conflict would not be present in this research, but my use of ‘conflicts’ and ‘comforts’ 
serves to meet a gap in current research by drawing out stories beyond conflict. My approach 
to these apparently dichotomous ideas intends to highlight necessary and subtle, empirical 
nuance. It is my use of the term ‘comfort’ which I have reflected on throughout the research 
process. Initially ‘comforts’ felt like a useful, alliterative language function, in apparent 
diametric opposition to the sense of ‘conflict’ which remains embedded in the field and to lived 
experience. ‘Comforts’ and ‘conflicts’ provided a more emotionally rooted, even lyrical, 
understanding of experience in comparison to asking about ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ 
experiences. But analytically, I never position the two as theoretically or experientially binary; 
my focus is to understand how the two work together as part of lived experience. Asking about 
comforts began as a useful way to draw in a sense of positivity within the stories, to tease out 
an understanding of experiences beyond the difficulty and damaging. I felt asking my 
participants to talk about comforts would engender rich, new and vital data based in lived 
experience. But the notion of comforts and conflicts became and brought much more than this. 
While many of my participants have endured difficult experiences, several of them also came 
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forward with the express wish of telling their positive stories. Most significant, then, became 
the ways discussions of comforts and conflicts actually facilitated a move beyond any sense of 
duality or binaries. One participant even cemented this idea herself, saying that there is an 
“unnatural dichotomy” between comforts and conflicts. They are never, and cannot be, 
separate. Significantly, the oscillation between the two allows and embeds a sense of synthesis, 
which is fundamental to the lived experiences of my participants and the narrative conceptual 
frameworks and analysis underpinning it. This helps moves discussions forward, enabling me 
to centre themes of transformation, integration and growth (Yip, 2018), even in the darkest 
and most difficult of stories here.  
 
2. How do their experiences influence the ways in which they narrate and 
navigate their sense of self and identity? 
 
The second research question serves to address the narrative conceptual framework of the 
thesis directly, and attends to my theoretical focus on the socially constituted nature of self 
and identity. Use of narrative brings an alternative conceptual approach to the domination of 
‘individualization’ in this field, which centres the breakdown of traditional structures and 
institutions across time and space. While I recognise the significance of these social and 
cultural changes, I question the extent to which identities are lived as ‘individualized’, 
particularly in the way this concept sees the self as increasingly ‘unmoored’ from social 
relations (Jackson, 2010). Using narrative places the self firmly within and understood as 
intrinsic to social relations. Narratives enables an alternative, inherently social self to be 
positioned at the heart of the intersection of sexuality, gender and religion, and the telling and 
receiving of stories is vital to considering lived experience. Crucially, while narratives draw on 
individual stories, they are also intrinsically influenced by a vast array of publicly circulating 
narratives which are contingent within our socio-historic and cultural locations (Somers and 
Gibson, 1994). This enables us to explore the complex ways in which experiences are 
prescribed with meaning, highlighting interpretive social processes central to understandings 
of self and of social relations. Further to this, this question also speaks directly to the 
methodological choices I have made in order to collect data which can best address my 
narrative research focus. My choice of method - interviews and using timelines - is informed 
by qualitative longitudinal research approaches, which complement and enhance my narrative 
focus, encouraging the sharing of stories. The hermeneutic imperative central to my narrative 
conceptual framework, and particularly that from the work of Ricoeur, influences and flows 




3. How can narrative emplotment help inform understandings of the lived 
experiences of LGBTQ women of faith? 
 
The final research question focuses specifically on the use of Ricoeur’s concept of narrative 
emplotment. While narrative research has been engaged within this field previously, the close 
and direct use of emplotment has, to the best of my knowledge, not been used before. As with 
question 2, the narrative benefits of this research serve to provide an alternative approach 
exploring and understanding experiences at this intersection. The use of emplotment 
specifically attends to the hermeneutical and interpretive processes engaged by my 
participants in creating, navigating and narrating their sense of self and identity. Emplotment 
demonstrates very key and nuanced ways in which identity is processual and reflexively made 
and understood. It enables dynamic and relational intricacies to be drawn in to my analysis, 
and demonstrates the ways in which identities are made and lived through narratives. 
     Complementing my focus on the oscillation between comforts and conflicts, emplotment 
shows how significant the synthesis of discordant events, into concordance and self-
acceptance, is in the lives of LGBTQ women of faith. My use of emplotment is central to 
exploring the ways in which discordant, heterogeneous narratives, life events and 
relationships are drawn together to create a coherent sense of self understating, one in which 
my participants reflect on from the position of the present, from the past and in to the future. 
Emplotment attends to the social, relational nature of our experiences, and accounts for 
agency and social structures over myriad socio-historic context. My use of Ricoeur’s concept 
of narrative emplotment in this research brings new and useful understandings for exploring 
the intersections of gender, sexuality and religion, entrenched in hermeneutical and 
interpretivist understandings, which attend to and derive directly in lived experience.  
 
1.3 Thesis outline 
Chapter 2 of this thesis explores key theoretical and empirical literature in line with the four 
areas of sociological knowledge as indicated above. I begin by establishing my approach to the 
social, narrative nature of self and identity and the work of Ricoeur. I move on to consider 
identity in terms of sexuality and gender, engaging critically with concepts of identity politics, 
intersectionality, queer theory and trans studies within sociology. I finally consider LGBTQ 
religious lives, first outlining important shifts in the sociology of religion away from 
secularisation, towards lived religion. I outline fundamental research and approaches within 
the field of sexuality, gender and religion.  
      Chapter 3 outlines the research design and process itself. I introduce my participants and 
discuss my use of interviews and timelines as my method of data collection. I go on to situate 
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the research in wider methodological context, and also situate myself as the researcher 
offering my reflections across the research process.  
     Chapters 4 is the first of four analytical chapters in which I engage empirically with my data. 
Chapter 4 sits most closely with established research in the field of sexuality, gender and 
religion and I explore the experiences of my participants who remain actively involved in their 
faith, and focus on the transformative and positive ways they narrate their experiences 
through the synthesis of comforts and conflicts.  
    Chapter 5 draws most directly on myriad elements pertaining to lived religion, particularly 
on ideas of spiritual blending. I focus here on my participants who have left religion, and 
explore the reasons for doing so in the context of their sexuality, gender and broader social 
context. I also explore the ways in which some of these participants continue to feel a “faith 
shaped gap” in their lives, and the ways they work to fill this gap through processes of bricolage 
and melding.  
     Chapter 6 focuses on some of the more damaging experiences my participants have faced. 
While advocating for a focus on the transformative nature of these stories, it would be 
sociologically and empirically obtuse to ignore these stories. Here I explore how mental health 
difficulties are emplotted within experiences of sexuality, gender and religion. I also begin to 
explore the ways my participants narrate their involvement in processes of conversion 
therapy. 
     Chapter 7 provides dedicated space to my participants who are gender diverse. I focus in 
particular on the experiences of my trans participants, bringing much needed sociological 
attention to their lived experiences at intersection of gender, sexuality and religion, an area 
which remains underexplored within this field. Finally, Chapter 8 summarises the thesis and 




2. Literature Review  
 
2.1 Introduction  
Identity is tricky, both theoretically and in the ‘real world’. Almost every sociological text on 
theories of identity use evocative depictions of the difficult nature of living and conceptualising 
it. As a result, many texts begin with a historical and conceptual overview of the development 
of concepts of ‘self’ and ‘identity’, across disciplines and centuries, offering cultural and 
academic context on how and why identity is so complex and contested (Burkitt, 2008; 
Wetherell, 2016). This is important, sociologically speaking, because at the centre of the  
debate is the epistemological basis of what identity can and should be; how you theorise it 
impacts how you use it (Lawler, 2014). Sociological approaches to identity helped facilitate 
intellectual challenges to the ascendency, in the West, of concepts of self which centre the 
person as purely innate, given, a-priori (Williams, 2000). Situating the self as socially 
constituted allows for important nuance and alternative understandings across a plethora of  
theoretical and empirical discussions, including sexuality, gender and religion, opening 
avenues for exploring the centrality of lived experiences, which are central to this research.   
     In this chapter I explore scholarly works from three distinct and interlinking fields which 
are relevant to this thesis, drawing on knowledge from each. First I explore approaches to 
identity which situate the self as social, focusing on narrative identity. Second, I interweave 
approaches to identity across theoretical and political debates on sexuality and gender. Finally, 
I explore theoretical and empirical approaches to the lives, identities and experiences of 
LGBTQ religious people.  
 
2.2 Social Selves  
‘Identity’ as it is conceptualised today, was not necessarily a focus in classical sociology, nor in 
Western philosophy. While the term itself is not always used, I would argue that questions and 
reflections on identity have always existed, but the ways in which they are approached, socially 
and theoretically, shift and change over time. Notions of an individualised, atomised self have 
dominated Western societal understandings of identity, and the division between the 
individual and society are historically entrenched. But challenges to these notions, too, have 
always been present. The dialectic between society and the individual, and arguments for the 
primacy of social, relational life have served to question the domination of Enlightenment 
thinking, shifting focus beyond Cartesian, essentialist, a-priori notions of self (For an 
overview, see Burkitt, 2008). In attending to questions of identity as social, it is possible to 
move away from a focus on the dichotomy of ‘self’ and ‘society’, towards an understanding of 
‘social selves’. This shift was influenced, in part, by reflections on large scale social shifts and 
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changes encompassed in processes of modernity and the breakdown of traditional narratives 
and structures governing social life. ‘Identity’ began to appear in earnest in the mid-20th 
century, and has grown exponentially since (Burkitt, 2008; Wetherell, 2016). Significantly, the 
development of identity within emerging sociological frameworks was subject to 
interdisciplinary influence. For example the proliferation of psychoanalysis in the 20th century 
brought new and intriguing questions about what it means to think about and have certain 
experiences in relation to identity in the everyday, and how this impacts our relationship to 
both ourselves and others (Lawler, 2014). Further to this, cultural studies brought much 
needed attention to the necessities of deconstruction, emphasising the ways that identities are 
constructed within discourses of power, centring the fundamental nature of exclusion inherent 
to concepts of identity. Such a reading situates identity, and identity formation, as 
fundamentally political (LacLau and Mouffe 1985; Hall, 1996; Sayyid and Zac, 1998; Sian, 
2013).  What each of these approaches emphasise, is the inherent instability of notions of a 
‘core’ self, an essence as given. Instead, an increased understanding of identity as social, 
embedded in relations, fundamentally connected to our interactions with others and our 
participation in social and cultural life has emerged.  
     The scope for exploring identities in this way is vast, and I turn to consider a specific 
conceptual approach in detail. I focus here on narrative concepts of self and identity, which 
epistemologically form the basis of my research. I examine the work of Paul Ricoeur, and 
demonstrate how his attention to the temporal, experiential and storied nature of identity is 
paramount to research considering lived experience.  
 
2.2.1 Narrative identity  
The narrative turn in the social sciences is often cited as a significant epistemological shift in 
which the domination of positivist approaches to social phenomena began to wane, with 
increased attention and value afforded to experiential, reflective and discursive approaches. 
Interpretivist, hermeneutic epistemologies are at the core of narrative, and language and 
stories came to be considered not as mere transparent carriers of social ‘facts’, but as integral 
to meaning making and understanding in our social lives (Lawler, 2008).  Definitions, use and 
application are vast, varied and difficult to pin to singular disciplinary boundaries (Smith and 
Sparkes, 2008). I engage with narrative in a fundamentally sociological way, though 
understand and appreciate its interdisciplinary influences. I focus here on how narrative is 
used in discussions of identity as theory and process.  
     Locating identity as produced through stories has not always sat comfortably with 
sociological discussions of self and agency. Primarily considered a focus of philosophy, history 
and literary studies, Somers and Gibson (1994) argue that work utilising narrative initially 
appeared epistemologically incompatible with sociological focus on action and behaviour, 
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because narratives were understood as simply overlayed or imposed on lived experiences. The 
turn to narrative, however, enabled sociologists to question and reposition the depth of the 
divide distinguishing their disciplinary focus from that of the humanities. Somers and Gibson 
very effectively advocate for sociologists to move beyond the idea of narratives as merely 
representation, and to be open to narrative as an “ontological condition of social life” (1994: 
38). Life, they argue, is storied, and experience and action are understood and constituted 
through the construction and interweaving of narratives. For Somers and Gibson, notions of 
social action are afforded much needed analytical breadth and understanding  when viewed 
“through a lens that allows a focus on social ontology and the social construction of identity” 
(1994: 40).  Williams puts this succinctly; “the sense we make of ourselves is the sense of a 
story about ourselves” (2000: 82). 
     Coupled with this, again, is a rejection of essentialist notions of self. Narrative approaches 
share constructionist commitments in avoiding ideas of identity as emerging or discovered 
through consciousness alone, and instead as undeniably shaped by the socio-historic and 
cultural context in which they exist. In this sense, narrative approaches weave complex and 
compelling journeys of identities which are ever changing and reconfigured in different social 
spaces and environments (Sian, 2014). Narrative identities are multidimensional, pluralistic, 
produced and evolve through time and space and are embedded in wider, culturally circulating 
narratives. Central to a narrated sense of self is experience, and significantly the interpretation 
and reinterpretation of events and episodes in our lives. We continually tell stories to 
ourselves, and those around us, be that from the minutiae of our day, to our overarching life 
history. But these stories are not mere description of ideas, things or events, but are devices 
through which we interpret our social lives and how we build, experience and understand 
these identities in our worlds (Lawler, 2014). 
     Paul Ricoeur’s work arguably represents the most extensive consideration of the narrative 
nature of identity and self (Lawler, 2002). Deeply embedded in the hermeneutic tradition, 
while also working to bridge gaps with the phenomenological in centring experiences, he 
focuses in depth on the interpretive processes integral to the creation and understanding of 
self and identity (Atkins, 2005). For Ricoeur, identities are made through narrative. They are 
not predefined nor are they emergent from within, but are produced creatively, utilising the 
materials present in social life, including our memories, experiences and interpretations of 
events and episodes. Ricoeur identifies three key features which must be evident in a narrative; 
firstly characters - be they human or non-human, individuals or communities. Secondly, 
action – movement within and through time, encompassing a sense of transformation. Finally, 
plot – which brings events, actions and characters together into one coherent story, as a 
meaningful whole. For Ricoeur, plot is the central feature of narrative, and plot becomes such, 
through the creative process of emplotment (Lawler, 2014).  
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     Ricoeur defines emplotment as “… a synthesis of heterogeneous elements” and highlights 
three key points of synthesis within processes of emplotment; first, synthesis of “many 
incidents in to one story”, second, synthesis of elements that are “at once concordant and 
discordant”  and finally, synthesis of two forms of time, “both what passes and flows away 
and… what endures and remains.” (Ricoeur, 1992a; 21-22). It is emplotment which makes an 
account of one’s life a narrative. Seemingly disparate events become connected through the 
process of emplotment, and are presented as inevitably leading to other events and outcomes. 
The story is understood in culmination, with actions, characters and plots subject to synthesis 
through emplotment. As a result, identity unfolds from, and is an inevitable outcome of the 
procession of events and episodes in one’s life. For Ricoeur, the self is intrinsically linked to 
the social world, as the self is configured over time through the processes of telling and 
receiving storytelling, which are continually interpreted and reinterpreted (Lawler, 2002).  
     Significant for Ricoeur is the social and hermeneutical nature of narrative identity. In terms 
of the social, narrative selves cannot be separated from the social world around us, as to tell a 
story, also requires an audience – a reader, or listener. For Ricoeur “… the significance of a 
narrative stems from the intersection of the world of the text and the world of the reader.” For 
a narrative to be comprehended, there needs to be culturally accepted understandings present 
between both the reader and the story teller in order for the meaning of the world presented 
in a narrative to unfold. This requires there to be interpretive processes on each side, with both 
having the capacity for transfiguration (Ricoeur, 1992a: 26). We become who we are through 
interpretation of our own experiences, but do so in contexts that are so often not of our own 
making. The importance of culturally circulating, accepted social narratives are also scripts to 
which we are intertwined (Somers and Gibson, 1994). This leads Ricoeur to dispute that the 
self can be reduced to an individualised, Cartesian sense of ego, distinct from society (Ricoeur, 
1992b). As readings can change over historical and social time and context, life without 
interpretation is no more than a “biological phenomenon”. The creative process of emplotment 
is fundamental because we never cease to interpret and reinterpret our sense of self – our 
subjectivity is not fixed or static, it is dynamic (Ricoeur, 1992a: 28).  
     Ricoeur’s concept of narrative identity also works to bridge philosophical gaps in 
approaches to identity. For Ricoeur, divisions between permanence of identity and 
changeability through experience leave philosophers (and sociologists) unable to adequately 
account for both (Williams 2000). He explains that on one side, philosophers have considered 
identity as sameness – idem; the permanence of self as object over time, singular and fixed. 
On the other, identity as selfhood – ipse; self which permits and allows for change and 
development over time, accounting for effects that arise from events outside oneself. Ricoeur 
contends that “sameness does not equate to selfhood”, but significantly, we cannot conceive of 
one without the other, and the “genuine nature of narrative identity discloses itself… only in 
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the dialectic of selfhood and sameness” (1994: 116, 140). The temporal is important here, and 
the two senses of identity interweave and overlap in time. Repetition and habit help establish 
our ‘character traits’, the set of dispositions for which we are recognised. However, alongside 
this are also acquired identifications, those “values, norms, ideals, models and heroes in which 
the person or community recognises itself” (1994: 121). As such, identity is both intersubjective 
and intrasubjective; self is given character not based on its relationship to its sameness, but 
on its relationship to a wider story or plot, which necessitates the understanding of others. 
Narrative self therefore “oscillates between sameness and selfhood” (Williams, 2000). The 
strength of the temporal consideration to both elements of self allows narrative identity to be 
both constitutive of self-constancy, while also allowing for change and dynamism across a 
lifetime. In narrative identity, we recognise that the self is not stable or fixed, we “make and 
unmake” ourselves. We can weave multiple, even contradictory or opposing, plots together 
about our lives and most significantly, we are the “reader and writer of [our] own life” 
(Ricoeur, 1986: 246, 249).  
     I turn briefly to G. H. Mead, whose work also challenged essentialist approaches to identity. 
Mead centred the processual, relational nature of self in his dialectical conceptualisation of ‘I’ 
and ‘Me’. For Mead, the self is never pre-social, but emerges through social interaction (Mead, 
1972 [1934]; Williams, 2000). Several authors have also highlighted that Mead’s, largely 
overlooked, conceptualisation of time is particularly pertinent to narrative approaches to self. 
Järvinen (2004) for example links these ideas effectively with Ricoeur’s concept of 
emplotment in relation to life history research. Jackson (2010) even feels Ricoeur owes a debt 
of gratitude to Mead. In his work on time, Mead situates the self as temporal as well as socially 
located, and for Jackson, this enables us to explicate the relationship between the being and 
telling of the self, which is key for narrative approaches. For Mead, we are always in the process 
of becoming, and in being able to reflect both back on the past, and forward to the future, 
always from the location of the present, this affords us a distinct sense of self-reflexivity. Again, 
this is not a core self, but a socially situated one (Jackson, 2010). Similarly in Ricoeur’s concept 
of emplotment, events from both the past and future are drawn upon and synthesised in order 
to create, and tell, a coherent sense of self. “Reflexiveness” – the turning back of experiences 
and considering oneself in the light of the attitudes of others (Mead, 1972 [1934]: 134) is 
significant to the self as social. The reflexive self is especially pertinent when considering 
narrative, self and time. Mead’s location of reflexivity in the dialogical relationship of ‘I’ and 
‘Me’ and Ricoeur’s dialectic oscillation between idem and ipse enables us to see the self as both 
unified and changeable. As Jackson states; “The self we are is made possible by our (actual) 
pasts; the self we narrate, the self-conscious self, is a reflexive reconstruction of that past” 
(2010: 130).  
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     This first section has explored the complexities of identity as a theoretical concept and 
everyday experience, and turned to focus in depth on the work of Paul Ricoeur, demonstrating 
the significance of narrative identity to this research. Narratives give space to the relational, 
and social dimensions of our lives in the form of common stories and understanding 
(Williams, 2000). Ricoeur and Mead’s considerations of time help develop an understanding 
of the self in the context of everyday experience while taking in to account social, historical 
and cultural location.  
 
2.3 Identity, sexuality and gender 
Like identity, theories of sexuality and gender have complex, meandering histories. The 
regulation of sexuality and gender is, arguably, its history. States, religions, bio-medicine and 
criminal justice systems underpin the regulation – physically and morally – of the limits and 
acceptance of sex and sexualities. Foucault’s History of Sexuality (1998 [1979]); remains 
paramount to expanding philosophical and sociological considerations of sexuality (although 
it was by no means the earliest or only endeavour). Foucault centred sexuality as a socio-
historic construct; symptomatic of relationships with discourse and power, subject to 
historically mediated social apparatus upholding the ‘natural’ moral order. This situated 
sexuality at a complex juncture between individual subjectivity and the structure and welfare 
of society itself. As a result, sex and sexuality are positioned as simultaneously political, moral 
and biological, impacting the most intimate and fundamental parts of life (Foucault, 1998 
[1979]; Weeks, 2003). 
     Biological, natural distinctions between ‘men’ and ‘women’ have been constructed not only 
as necessary, but as sufficient to explain our needs and desires, our strengths and limitations 
(Weeks, 2003). Opposition to the dominance and endurance of this construction are rooted in 
the women’s movement, from Mary Wollstonecraft’s celebrated ‘A Vindication of the rights of 
woman ’ (1792 [2004]) to Simone De Beauvoir’s assertion that “One is not born, but rather 
becomes a woman” (1953: 267). Feminism has been at the forefront of attempts to challenge 
and dismantle essentialist understandings of sex and gender. Further to this, I would agree 
with Rahman and Jackson when they say: “Gender and sexuality are intimately intertwined: 
the social construction and significance of one can rarely be understood without considering 
the other” (2010: 5). For both, struggle is inherent. Fight for rights, recognition and equality 
permeate political, sociological and individual matters of gender and sexuality. It is with this 
in mind that I focus this section, discussing the ways ‘identity’ is intertwined with the theory 
and politics of gender and sexuality. I consider the approaches of identity politics, 
intersectionality and queer theory, evaluating their contributions. I move then to explore the 




2.3.1 Identity politics and intersectionality 
Identity politics emerged from the need for recognition, equality and rights for marginalised 
social groups. The breakdown of traditional roles and values in processes of modernity 
encouraged diversity and plurality of identities, but in return, problematised recognition as a 
process of and for social change. Movements at the forefront included disability and civil rights 
movements, feminism and gay and lesbian liberation. Affording space to the marginalised 
gave rise to collective group identities, who challenged myriad manifestations of inequality 
and sought legitimisation on defined and specific terms (Calhoun, 1994). Issues of recognition 
require a paradoxical necessity for both sameness and difference; for a social movement to be 
effective, there must be a shared sense of identity and purpose through which the group unites. 
However, ‘belonging’ also requires a sense of disidentifying with others. While difference is 
understood as part of our individual identities, this arguably becomes a point of politicisation 
when enacted in terms of a wider group with which individuals identify. Individual 
experiences become mobilised as public issues (Lawler, 2014). 
     This of course brings implications in conceptualising identity. Calhoun (1994) highlights 
the somewhat problematic evocation of essentialism inherent to identity politics. However, he 
argues that this essentialism becomes necessary in establishing and developing a movement, 
for a shared sense of commonality, of sameness. Calhoun proposes that categories of “black” 
and “lesbian”, for example, are “quasi-essentialist”. Yuval-Davis (2010) further problematises 
the reductionist nature of identity politics. One’s identity becomes equated with a single 
category, and the same meaning and attachment is implied to all. The necessity of 
politicisation negates the complexities of individual identity and experience, and importantly, 
differences in experiences of oppression or marginalisation. Furthermore, it is important to 
recognise the limitations in making homogenising assumptions about the makeup and 
intentions of a group. It is easy to assume that a single group is in agreement on the ideas they 
stand under, and what they hope to achieve (Lawler 2014). These difficulties are evident in the 
history of the LGBTQ ‘community’, fragmentations have been evident from its inception, from 
the domination of gay men in the 1960s, to debates today on the acceptance of transwomen in 
spaces both queer and female. It is vital to recognise that individuals can evoke or stress 
different elements of their identity at different times, in order to mobilise politically, or indeed 
for recognition of self. 
     Intersectionality offers an alternative (but arguably interlinking) multidimensional  
approach to considering experiences of marginalisation. Often attributed to Crenshaw (1991), 
who highlighted that while identity politics has been a source of strength and intellectual 
development for some communities, it has failed to take account of the complexities of 
experiences and differences within groups. Identity politics, she argues “frequently conflates 
or ignores intragroup differences” (1991: 1242). In considering experiences of marginalisation 
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of black women in the US legal system, Crenshaw argued that while sexism and racism often 
intersect in people’s lives, this is seldom considered in both feminist and antiracist theories 
and practices. Intersectionality as an academic and political concept has grown exponentially 
since the 1990s. While it is pervasive, definitions can be difficult, but I agree with the approach 
outlined by Hill Collins and Bilge who argue that “Intersectionality is a way of understanding 
and analysing complexity in the world, in people, and in human experiences (2016: 11). It is 
significant because socio-political life, and the self are not shaped by single factors, nor 
experienced on a single axis of social division. Intersectionality takes account of multiplicity 
and complexity in our worlds and ourselves.   
     Perhaps because of its expansion, particularly outside academia, intersectionality has been 
extensively critiqued. Most significant are concerns intersectionality is merely a “buzzword”, 
useful for framing social life but not possible to position as ‘theory’ (Davis, 2008).  Questions 
here relate to issues with ambiguity and lack of definitions. Intersectionality is broad – 
perhaps vague – in its conceptualisation and parameters. While initially focused in feminist 
and antiracist intersections, the approach has been used across myriad social identity 
categories. Anthias (2013) highlights concerns that there are ‘endless constellations’ of 
intersecting factors and potential for unlimited ‘hybrid positions’ which, ultimately, return us 
to considering individual differences. This in turn poses questions about what can and cannot 
be considered intersectional, or indeed what ‘intersecting’ is, due to lack of consideration of 
broader structural frames of power and categorisation. Further to this, are concerns with the 
‘additive’ nature of intersectionality, with Werbner for example highlighting concerns that 
intersectionality is merely a “multiplicity of negatively constructed identities” (2013: 402). 
Nash (2008) also questions who can be considered intersectional, arguing that a focus on 
oppression and marginalisation has ignored ways in which privileged identities might 
intersect.  
     While mindful of critiques, I agree with those who propose that intersectionality is 
developing to take account of these limitations and is a useful tool for considering identity 
(Davis, 2008; Nash, 2008). This is particularly pertinent in research on sexuality, gender and 
religion, where intersectionality theory is evolving. Page and Yip (2020) build on analysis by 
Hill Collins and Bilge (2016), and orient their approach around four key ideas; social 
complexity, multiple interlocking dynamics, relationality and power. They highlight how 
examining social complexity at this intersection can help address base assumptions and 
culturally circulating narratives centring a ‘secularist imperative’ (Why don’t LGBTQ people 
simply leave ‘oppressive’ religions?). Intersectional considerations move us beyond common 
sense understanding, most significantly, beyond narratives which position these identities as 
always conflicting. Further, Page and Yip highlight research exploring multiple interlocking 
dynamics and marginalisation, such as Siraj’s (2012) work on the unique, intersectional 
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experiences of Islam for lesbian women, in which their sexuality and religious identities both 
converge and are forced apart within heteronormative structures of gender, sexuality and 
religion. But also in comparing LGBTQ identities that are privileged in religious spaces, 
including for example Toft’s (2020) work on the marginalisation of bisexual Christians, 
compared to the experiences of gay men and lesbians. This interweaves questions of 
relationality and power, which are paramount at interpersonal levels, but also for addressing 
structures of power. Most importantly, they disagree that intersectionality is ‘additive’, 
emphasising that it is not possible to experience one’s identity in a fragmented and separated 
way. Intersectionality allows us to explore identities as dynamic and interlocking, uncovering 
the ways certain elements of identity as experienced may be mobilised or feel more significant 
at different junctures in life (Brah, 1996). I argue that intersectionality is useful for considering 
the intersection of sexuality, gender and religion. 
 
2.3.2 Queer theory 
While identity politics and intersectionality offer certain approaches to identity complexities, 
queer theory offers something radically different. Queer theory emerged as response and 
challenge to identity politics. Where identity politics demands recognition for groups based on 
essentialist and quasi-essentialist categories (Calhoun, 1994), in contrast, ‘queer’ 
conceptualisations of identity focus the de-centring and disrupting identity. Queer theory is 
positioned as sensitive to global transformation, embedded in the postmodern, and aims to 
account for the social located-ness of identity in its relationship with socio-historic forces 
(Sullivan, 2003). Queer theorists advocate that recognition based on categorisation, central to 
gay and lesbian liberation movements, reinforces discourses of sameness and difference which 
actually served to reify inequality (Bernstein, 2005). They argue that identity politics further 
pathologizes homosexuality, maintains notions of normative identities, and that only a radical 
rethink of sexuality can bring forth changes in concepts of gender. Further to this, queer theory 
goes beyond the pursuit of tolerance of gay and lesbian people, seeking to embrace the world’s 
queer nature. It aimed to disrupt and destabilise binary concepts of homosexuality and 
heterosexuality as fixed, essentialist categories, questioning and undermining the dominance 
of heterosexuality as normative. For queer theorists, all identities should be considered as 
inherently unstable (Sedgwick, 1990; Seidman, 1993; Warner, 1993, Turner, 2000). Queer 
theory uses Foucauldian concepts of power and knowledge to analyse and deconstruct our own 
subjectivities; our experiences are discursively constructed, and prescribed categories of sex 
and sexuality do not simply describe a way of being, but are historically and culturally 
constituted, and embedded and maintained in systems of power (Sullivan, 2003).  
     Judith Butler’s work is situated at the heart of queer theory, (while not using the label 
herself). Challenging essentialist notions that identities are given or fixed, Butler considers 
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how we become ‘subject’ when assuming identities that are constructed within structures of 
power. However, the subject is not a question of the individual, but is a “linguistic structure in 
formation”, always in a process of becoming (Salih 2002: 2). Butler exposes limits in the 
intelligibility of binary oppositions of ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ but most significantly 
deconstructs the gender/sex binary, proposing that both are discursively produced, and 
therefore situating gender as performative; a repetition of regulated and stylised norms that 
continually produce identities, closing off others. Butler extends Foucauldian contexts on 
regulatory power and how what is considered ‘normal’ is maintained “…within a highly rigid 
regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural 
sort of being” (Butler, 1999: 45). Gender and sex are the effects of institutions and discourse, 
rather than the cause.   
     Butler situates performativity within the dominance of ‘natural’ heterosexual structures, in 
what she calls the ‘heterosexual matrix’; it is only in this context that gender, specifically the 
stability of the category of ‘woman’ is given meaning. Highlighting how the world is sexed from 
birth, repetition takes place in social structures that assume, and perpetuate, the success of 
particular subjectivities. People are assumed to be heterosexual until proclaiming otherwise, 
it is never assumed that heterosexuality is something that is ‘chosen’, it is implicit, default 
(Rich, 1980). Performativity in accordance with the heterosexual matrix is compulsory, for to 
do otherwise risks violence and rejection (Lawler, 2014). Again, the links between gender 
identity and sexuality are fundamental, it is impossible to consider one without the other. 
Butler’s work offers a very dense, yet powerful account of the relation between sex, gender and 
sexuality, and how discourses of power impact selves as ‘subjects’. 
     Butler is incredibly influential to the study of sex, gender and subjectivity: even those who 
disagree with her appreciate the value of her work (Salih, 2002). Some critiques of Butler’s 
work are in line with broader theoretical and positional limitations of post-structural 
approaches, including queer theory, more generally. Most significant here are arguments that 
the work fails to effectively take account of lived experience. Burkitt (2008) for example argues 
that Butler takes a very narrow, linguistic conceptualisation of Foucault, and does not 
sufficiently draw on the historical – something central to Foucauldian approaches. Further to 
this, for Burkitt, Butler limits the significance of the relational. While sex and gender are 
produced in discursive structures, he argues she does not take account of ‘unofficial’ and 
everyday dialogue that permeates lived experience. This impacts on Butler’s analysis of 
subjectivity, because the subject is only understood in relation to discourse, rather than in 
relation with others. Interestingly, as Salih (2002) highlights, Butler positions her work in 
processes of becoming, never fixed, and in the preface to the second edition to Gender Trouble 
she addresses some critiques, keeping her philosophies in dialogue with social change.  She 
acknowledges increased complexities and diversity of LGBTQ identities, particularly in terms 
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of trans identities and an emergence of different debates and difficulties for the marginalised, 
which the original text did not anticipate. 
     While fundamentally radical, queer theory is difficult – often intentionally so – and its use 
and relevance is questioned. Many argue that it no longer serves as a function of the activism 
it grew from, because its dense philosophical nature means it is too far removed from the real 
world. One of the most oft discussed critiques of queer theory is a lack of tangible definition 
and its inaccessibility to the ‘uninitiated’ (and arguably also to the somewhat initiated) because 
of its unreachable post-structural ideas (Marinucci, 2010). But this is the intention of queer 
theory – its slipperiness, for the most radical, is the point, precisely because the application of 
a label subjects a thing to power and constraints to knowledge. Conceptually, then, queer 
theory should be ‘difficult’. Tangibility aside, a more fundamental critique lies in the extent to 
which queer theory deconstructs, to a point in which its own epistemological nature becomes 
a contradiction. The idea, at its extremes, that sexuality is antithetical to identity, means it is 
impossible to build either an individual or collective sense of self or values. As such, everyone 
is potentially queer, and in turn this makes the distinction of what is, or is not, disruptive to 
the norm impossible to define. This contradiction requires a reliance on ‘a normative’, in order 
to place anything in opposition to it (Penney 2013).  
     Difficulties with each of these theories centre their approach to essentialism. On one hand, 
essentialist ideas have been shown to hold up and legitimise structures of power and 
inequality, which need to be challenged. On the other, the complete deconstruction of 
essentialism nullifies any categories of self, leaving us in danger of being completely unmoored 
from self and society, rendering it near impossible to account for experiences of any form. 
Calhoun (1994), offers a balance here. He acknowledges the centrality of essentialism to 
movements for equality, but simultaneously advocates for an awareness and critique of our 
own essentialist positions. He argues that purely social constructionist dismissals of 
essentialism can actually limit our understanding of what they continue to ensure. 
Significantly, a critique of essentialist theories or manifestations of identity should not negate 
the use of categories of identity. This is vital to keep in mind in my own research.  
 
2.3.3 Sociology and trans studies  
I move finally in this section to discuss a relatively unexplored area in sociology. Gender 
diverse and trans identities are approached within a complex nexus, conceptually and 
empirically. Both intertwined and distinct from discussions on sexuality, and a site of 
theoretical ‘complication’ and debate in gender and queer theories, the experiences of trans 
people and the way their identities, bodies, political and human rights are discussed is 
complicated. Trans people often feel excluded from both heterosexual and LGBTQ life (Yip 
and Keenan, 2009), and this reverberates through academic discourse too. The journey 
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towards a sociology of trans identities, by and for trans people, is complex, characterised by 
what Schilt and Lagos (2017) define as two distinct paradigms in sociological approaches; one 
of ‘deviance’, where trans people become ‘objects’ of study characterised by medicalised 
approaches, moving to one of ‘difference’, where trans people are the ‘subject’ of study. 
Historically, gender diversity and transition have been consumed in discourses of medicine 
and pathology and in turn sociological analysis of trans identities has often concerned socio-
medical constructions. The emergence of ‘gender dysphoria’ as a diagnostic label in the 1970s, 
serves to point to the existence of a ‘true’ and achievable gender identity once a person is 
‘treated’, which brings difficulties for the study of identity.  
     The consideration of transition and trans people have not been ignored by sociology, but 
have been contained within certain discussions on the construction of gender and sexuality. 
Hines (2010) offers an overview of the ways sociology has incorporated discussion of 
transition, ranging from medicalisation to ethnomethodology. Most influential here are 
elements of feminist and queer theory exploring the socially constituted nature of both gender 
and sex (see Kessler and McKenna, 1978; Butler, 1999, Hird, 2009), however much of this 
research does not consider transition nor trans identities explicitly (Hines, 2010). Whittle 
argues the more radical deconstructions of categories of sex and gender bring space for trans 
people to “reclaim the reality of their bodies through language, discourse and lived 
experiences” (2006, p. xii). However, Whittle also points to the limitations of queer theory and 
postmodern projects of deconstruction failing to take account of materiality saying; “It is all 
very well having no theoretical place within the current gendered world, but that is not the 
daily lived experience. Real life affords trans people constant stigma and oppression based on 
the apparently unreal concept of gender” (2006, p. xii). While culturally and sociologically 
more attention has been paid to trans identities, particularly in the 21st century, much of this 
debate in the UK at least, currently centres on the division between trans rights and a minority 
of feminist voices advocating for trans exclusion based on essentialised notions of gender. 
Trans people are becoming increasingly more visible in fighting for increased rights and in 
challenging marginalisation, legally and socially (Sanger, 2010, Pearce, Erikainen and 
Vincent, 2020; Sharp, 2020).  
     There is insufficient scope here to engage with these discussions at the depth they 
necessitate. However, I hope to highlight how this research is influenced by calls of increased 
interdisciplinarity between sociology and trans studies. Discussions of trans lives often over 
simplifies the very complex relationships between sex, gender, sexuality and attraction as lived 
experience, and academic understanding of these processes remain somewhat lacking because 
so much research on trans people – across disciplines – has not centred trans voices. Trans 
studies has arguably been influenced by queer theory, in encouraging all those who live at the 
margins to challenge the power of binary notions of sex, gender and sexuality. But a significant 
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difference is encouraged; to continue to take account of the importance of the social, cultural 
and institutional in our own lives, as relational, material and corporeal (Whittle, 2006; Hines 
2010). Furthermore, Long Chu and Harsin Drager (2019) encourage a move away from narrow 
narratives emplotted only in medicalisation, resistance or victimhood, to truly embrace all that 
it means to be trans in everyday life. We emerge now in a paradigm in which trans voices and 
experiences are increasingly centred, considered in intersectional frames, and positioned with 
narrative and biographical methods, to ensure trans people are heard and understood in their 
own right (Schilt and Lagos, 2017).   
     In this section I have explored and evaluated some key academic approaches which aid 
understandings of identities in relation to sexuality and gender. Identity politics, 
intersectionality, queer theory and trans studies are academically intertwined over time, and 
help highlight the influence of political and cultural shifts to endemic with academic research 
in these areas. I move now to the final section of this literature review, and consider some of 
these issues in relation to LGBTQ lives and religion.  
 
2.4 LGBTQ Religious lives  
Relationships between sexuality, gender and religion are long and turbulent. Philosophically 
and theologically dense, tensions between the influence of religious structures in social life 
and their impact on individuals or communities are centuries old. Sociologically speaking 
however, the interrogation of the intersections of religion with sexuality and gender, 
particularly in relation to identity, is relatively new. Initial explorations focused almost 
exclusively on difficult and challenging aspects, focusing on processes of reconciliation and  
incongruence in identities, while bringing much needed focus to a previously under researched 
identities (Thumma, 1991; Mahaffy, 1996; Yip, 1997). Theoretical shifts driven and influenced 
by the narrative turn further demonstrated the value of lived experience to empirical work 
have opened up avenues for exploring sexuality, gender and religion in multifaceted ways. This 
final section firstly offers a brief exploration of the shift away from secularisation in the 
sociology of religion, and in turn, the development of ‘lived religion’. Secondly, I provide an 
overview of research on LGBTQ identities and religion considering oft explored areas in 
empirical research; stories of conflict and strategies for overcoming them. Finally, I outline 
new areas of diversity and development in the field. 
 
2.4.1 From Secularisation to Lived Religion  
Given the distinctive focus on religion in classical sociology it is generally agreed that, 
comparatively, contemporary sociology has appeared largely ambivalent towards religion. At 
the turn of the 20th century religion was routinely considered in the context of decline and 
diminishing importance (Furseth and Repstad, 2016). Secularisation theories emerged in the 
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1960s as “the most powerful theoretical explanation of the relationship between religion and 
society” (Dobbelaere, 1987: 110). Religion, academically and culturally, was increasingly seen 
as a ‘traditional’ and therefore constraining contingent of social life. Keenan (2003) argues 
that sociology as a discipline became almost synonymous with secular humanism. 
     Approaches to secularisation are multifaceted and contested, however Berger’s definition 
is widely accepted. He sees secularisation as a societal shift; “the process by which sectors of 
society and culture are removed from the domination of religious institutions and symbols” 
(1967: 107). In traditional societies, faith – both literally and metaphysically - in what was and 
what could be known was placed outside human experience. Religion was the authority on the 
transcendental nature of being. However, the search for ‘truths’ and the orientation of 
rationality within processes of modernity, it is argued, were at odds with ideas of belief in 
something un-seebale or unknowable. Luckman (1967) argues increased processes of 
modernisation negatively correlated with involvement in ‘church religion’ in Western Europe. 
These socio-historic processes led to major changes in social structures, in which social norms 
were ‘freed’ from religious origins. Ardent secularisation theorists contend this reaches even 
further in contemporary society, with Bruce (2003) arguing that increased diversity and 
cultural pluralism facilitates and accelerates the separation of church and state, and the 
significance of religion to social lives. For Bruce, there is a “steady and to-date unremitting 
decline in all religious indices”. He goes as far to say that religious communities continue only 
as “sects”, existing as “relatively autonomous subcultures” (2003: 258).  
     The propagation of secularisation theory in the 1960s did re-centre religion, or its lack, 
within the sociological mainstream. However, the extent to which religion was framed as 
simply diminishing served to limit analytical and theoretical progress, and challenges to the 
dominance of secularisation theory have proliferated over the last 20 years. Religious scholars, 
both within and outside sociology, have critiqued the dominance of secularisation theories as 
limiting and over-reaching (McGuire, 2008; Orsi, 2011; Davie, 2013). Both theoretical and 
empirical research highlights not only the presence of religion in contemporary social life, but 
its continued significance.       
     Davie argues that Christianity remains culturally significant in Europe, arguing that decline 
in religious attendance does not necessarily correlate with a decline in significance (Davie 
1995, Davie 2013). Further critiques emphasise secularisation’s ‘Christocentrism’ and 
‘Eurocentrism’, encouraging de-centred approaches which account for cultural diversities and 
complexities, particularly in attending to trends in the Global South (Beckford and Demerath, 
2007; Cadge, Levitt and Smilde 2011). Religious adherence in the U.S continues to buck 
Western secularisation trends. 69% of the US population identify as Christian, compared to 
24% who identify as non-religious (Jones and Cox, 2017). Again the significance does not only 
lie in numbers, but the cultural and political significance of religion, particularly Christianity, 
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in the US. In addition, the focus on Christianity in Europe does not take account of increased 
religious and spiritual diversity linked to other processes of modernity; globalisation and 
migration. While numbers of Christians in Europe may have decreased, numbers of Muslims 
living in Europe increased from 4% to 10% between 1945 and 2010. Significantly, “Muslims 
are the only group that show a consistent upwards trend relative to world population” (Maoz 
and Henderson, 2013: 279, 281). Models of secularisation, and religion, based on Western 
Europe contexts cannot be imposed everywhere. Modernity as a precursor to secularisation is 
not a prototype, and theoretical and empirical assumptions here are a major limitation of 
secularisation theories (Orsi, 2011; Davie 2013). 
     Critiques of secularisation encouraged a shift from “irreligion and secularity to the sociology 
of religion and religiosity” (Keenan, 2003: 27), bringing new, diverse questions on the role of 
religion to everyday life. This facilitated the exploration of darker aspects including violence, 
terrorism and exclusion, the significance of which had largely been lost in narratives of 
religious decline (Josephson and Williams, 2013). ‘Religion’ itself was re-framed; no longer 
one singular, homogeneous ‘thing’ to investigate, religion became a nuanced, rich area of 
study, needing new methodological and theoretical approaches (Bender 2011; Cadge, Levitt 
and Smilde, 2011; Marti 2014). At the forefront of this is ‘lived religion’, providing a crucial 
link between theoretical concepts and lived experience. 
     McGuire (2008) excellently outlines the concept of lived religion, emphasising its 
importance to sociological research. She argues that standalone notions of ‘religion’ and 
‘religious’ do not sufficiently account for ways religions are experienced and practised. 
Analysis of religions solely as institutions fails to take account of malleable and diverse uses 
and experiences of belief and values in everyday lives. Religions are socially located, ever 
changing, with enormous diversity both between and within institutions and denominations. 
Her research shows how people negotiate and blend elements of religious practice and beliefs 
to meet and support their individual values and ethics. A religious individual’s biography is 
not simply a microcosm of grand narratives of “official religion”. At individual levels, religion 
is not “fixed, unitary or even coherent” (2008: 12). Lived religion gives space and voice to 
people not necessarily found attending religious services or regularly engaging with 
communities, whose values may not be located in texts, but are instead experienced in spiritual 
ways, connected to messages from and commitment to higher beings. McGuire argues that 
“lived religion is useful for distinguishing the actual experiences of religious people, from 
prescribed religion or institutionally defined religious beliefs and practices” (2008: 12). She 
argues this is apt for sociological analysis as lived religion is inherently social, subjectively 
grounded and focused on intersubjective constructions of experience.  
     Ammerman offers further perspectives on lived religion, arguing that it is fundamentally 
about what people ‘do’ (2016). She argues for a broader lens, beyond official theological 
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doctrine or dogma, for consideration of the everyday nature and practise of religion, the 
religion of ordinary people, outside the bounds of religious authorities. Ammerman 
emphasises that notions of any pure, traditional form of religion are best left to theologians, 
whereas sociological approaches to religion can and should be less tied to location or borders, 
instead asking questions “from the ground up” (2014: 193). This means listening to how 
people explain themselves and their religions, exploring the material and embodied nature of 
religion, incorporating space, art and expression to really gain understandings of religion in 
individual lives. Importantly, however, Ammerman emphasises that institutions and 
organisations should not be completely divorced from lived religion. She argues that practise 
– what people do – is so often tied to institutions, to rituals, texts and beliefs, and excluding 
this would mean excluding most of what it means to practice and be religious, severely limiting 
analysis. She posits caution in drawing an artificial line between what people do and religious 
organisations. A more fruitful study of lived religion considers “domains of sacred life where 
things are being produced, encountered and shared”, including the emotional, discursive, 
embodied, spiritual and material (2016: 10).  
      Furseth and Repstad described the sociology of religion as a “massively masculine affair” 
(20016: 29). They refer here to the absence of women in both classic and contemporary 
religious sociology, but this goes beyond authorship. Much religious theory was also based on 
the positioning of male experiences as universal default. Lived religion saw scholars (more of 
whom were women) move beyond this assumption with more room given to women’s religious 
experiences in their own right and contexts (Ammerman, 2016). Gendered readings of religion 
had previously been centred in feminist interpretations of religious texts which emphasised 
marginalised positions of women within religious settings. While important, feminist readings 
have been criticised for an over reliance on marginalisation narratives, and also for neglecting 
the experiences of religious women themselves. Feminism and religiosity are not at separate 
ends of a spectrum of women’s experiences, and much needed attention has been paid 
specifically to female spirituality and expressions of religion (Llewellyn and Trzebiatowska, 
2013, Aune 2015).  Again this highlights the need to move away from only considering 
institutionalised ‘traditional’ conceptualisations of religion, beyond the confines of 
Christianity and the West, and developing inclusive frameworks which consider religion 
directly from a gendered perspective, as opposed to as a tool of marginalisation (Ammerman, 
2014; Avishai, Jafar and Rinaldo, 2015; Mkasi, 2016).  
     Ammerman argues that “under the banner of lived religion, an incredible encyclopaedia of 
knowledge is emerging” (2016: 8). Lived religion enables scholars to deconstruct definitions 
of what it means to be religious, advocating for and including concepts of ‘spirituality’ and 
alternative forms of belief. This brings space to considering individual religious authority and 
explore the importance of practice in people’s everyday lives. (Wilcox, 2009; Ammerman, 
37 
 
2013; Aune, 2015). Further to this, Page and Yip (2020) argue that lived religion can be 
considered as an intersectional concept, because social complexity, multiplicity and dynamism 
of experiences and the relational are central to its approach. Lived religion creates 
opportunities to openly explore religion as an acutely social phenomenon in a way that 
secularisation theory is unable to. Lived religion expands our reach to more diverse 
experiences and settings for religious practice and meaning, while giving voice to marginalised 
and previously excluded groups (Ammerman, 2016). Furthermore, lived religion’s bottom up 
approach give space to consider the impact of norms, texts, authority, leadership and power 
dynamics, including exclusion, acceptance and shifting attitudes in context, with the 
individual at the centre (Page and Shipley 2020).  As lived religion is especially salient when 
considering the experiences of marginalised groups, it is very valuable to exploring the 
religious experiences of LGBTQ individuals. 
 
2.4.2 Stories of conflicts, strategies for overcoming 
I turn finally, to explore research which encompasses these prior theoretical discussions. The 
increase in value and interest in lived experiences as a body of sociological research paved the 
way for new, emerging research areas, previously dismissed, misconstrued or hidden (Ezzy, 
1998; Mirza, 2013). This is particularly salient in research on identities, sexuality, gender and 
religion. Arguably one of the most ground breaking additions made by this field is to have 
simply drawn attention to the fact that LGBTQ religious people exist, bringing much needed 
focus to their lives and experiences. The field which emerged 25 years ago is becoming vast, 
with a multiplicity of approaches, religions, locations (cultural and geographical) and 
identities being explored. I have chosen to concentrate here on some overarching and 
important themes most significant to my research. I focus first on two key areas; stories of 
conflicts and strategies for overcoming them.  
 
A significant portion of research concentrates on the impact of enduring cultural and social 
assumptions which position religion as incompatible with LGBTQ identities. ‘Conflicts’ often 
constitute homophobia, exclusion, rejection, shame, guilt and fear, which of course, 
extensively impact developing a coherent and accepted identity. Barton’s work explores the 
difficulties of living intersections of homosexuality and fundamentalist Christianity in the 
American “Bible Belt”. Significant here are her methodological choices - autoethnography and 
interviews - ensuring necessary location of voice, arguing that gay people are “often talked 
about, but seldom listened to” (2010: 466). Her participants reported deep, prolonged 
struggles with reconciling their sexuality and religious identity, manifested in both social 
relations and internal struggles. Difficulties included familial and community rejection, high 
prevalence of mental health difficulties including suicidal ideation and “spirit-crushing 
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experiences of isolation, abuse, and self-loathing” (2010: 477). Qualitative methods are 
dominant, but quantitative or mixed approaches can facilitate reaching hidden and sensitive 
populations. Large scale attitudinal research would be a benefit, and is lacking in UK research 
(Yip, 2010). Meladze and Brown (2015) survey data positions Abrahamic religions as a 
predictor for internalised homonegativity and shame amongst gay men. Additional qualitative 
elements were indicative of ‘cognitive dissonance’; a psychological term describing discomfort 
in holding beliefs, values and attitudes that are diametrically opposing.   
     ‘Reconciliation’ of sexuality, gender and religious identities is manifested, psychologically 
and socially speaking, as an incredible strain. This has caused untold emotional and 
psychological damage to some LGBTQ people who are religious (Beagan and Hattie, 2015). 
Internalised homonegativity, homophobia, stigma and non-acceptance is often derived from 
receipt of negative messages from religious institutions. The interpersonal conflict and 
incongruity this can create is linked to increased instances of depression, anxiety, suicidal 
ideation and feelings of alienation and isolation (Subhi and Geelan, 2012; Gibbs and Goldbach, 
2015). Religion is often reported as a protective factor against suicide, but this is not always 
the case for LGBTQ people (Kralovec et al, 2014). While psychological and therapeutic lenses 
are important, and mirrored in broader research, there is more sociology could do to engage 
with issues of mental health within empirical work. This is particularly pertinent from a policy 
level in the UK, as LGBTQ people have a higher prevalence of mental health difficulties than 
the wider population, regardless of their religious affiliations, and can have difficulties 
accessing appropriate services (Government Equalities Office 2018). 
     An extreme form of damage is the practice of conversion therapy. Sometimes referred to as 
reparative or reorientation therapy, this is a specific form of harmful practice facilitated by 
religious organisations and other ‘therapeutic’ services offering to ‘help’ LGBTQ people change 
their sexual orientation or prevent ‘unwanted attractions’. Academic research on conversion 
therapy is somewhat limited. Again focus is largely on psychological and counselling practices, 
particularly on the harm caused, including feelings of shame, guilt, internalised homophobia, 
mental health difficulties and suicidal ideation. Most importantly they highlight the fact that 
it does not work (Haldman, 2002; Flentje, Heck and Cochran, 2014; Ryan et al 2020). While 
this is often assumed to be a pursuit of extreme religious practice, more common in the US, 
5% of respondents to the UK National LGBTQ Survey (Government Equalities Office, 2018), 
the largest survey of its kind to date confirmed that they had been offered forms of conversion 
therapy, and a further 2% had undertaken it. In response to the government’s findings, the 
Ozanne Foundation (2018), a UK charity committed to supporting LGBTQ people of faith, 
commissioned their Faith and Sexuality Survey. They sought to explore the role of religious 
belief on experiences of sexuality in the UK, with specific focus on conversion therapy. This 
report, I would argue, is the most extensive exploration of conversion therapy in the UK to 
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date. There are sociological gaps here. To the best of my knowledge at the time of writing, there 
is no sociologically focused analysis on the practice of conversion therapy as used by faith 
groups from a UK perspective. I discuss this in more detail in chapter 6.  
     Stories of conflict and difficulty are a central and concerning theme in the study of LGBTQ 
religious lives. The sense of incompatibility, culturally, socially and personally, can cause 
longstanding and life changing damage. For some, the strain of reconciliation proves too 
much, and the only conceivable option is to leave institutions and practises behind, removing 
themselves from religious engagement completely, renouncing their faith, and with it, part of 
their identity (Jeffries, Dodge and Sandfort, 2008; Liboro 2014). However these are, 
thankfully, not the only stories.  
 
For some LGBTQ religious people, these seemingly disparate and dissonate elements of 
identity remain equally vital to who they are, and neither can be omitted for the sake of the 
other. Research on the ways religious LGBTQ people undertake and engage with strategies of 
negotiation and reconciliation in order to openly live as LGBTQ people of faith is arguably the 
most concentrated area in the field (Yip, 2010). These processes are not without conflict and 
difficulty, but language shifts to consider how this is achieved and maintained as part of lived 
experience. Here I concentrate on research on three significant strategies; religious texts, 
religious individualism and communities of support.   
     The basis of homonegativity in religious institutions often derives from and is enacted 
through the interpretations of religious texts (Yip, 2010). As such, a significant strategy for 
challenging homonegativity centres on the subversion and re-interpretation of these texts. 
This approach is specific to Abrahamic religions, with each harbouring cultural and theological 
nuance and distinctions. The vast majority of research on LGBTQ approaches to religious texts 
considers Christianity, but work on Judaism and particularly Islam is continually increasing 
in interest and complexity (Yip, 2003b). Processes of renegotiation, subversion and re-
interpretation are considered under the banner of queer theology. As outlined previously, 
“queering” intends to disrupt and interrogate normative ideas or process, exposes the socio-
historical embeddedness of dominant identity categories and highlights their temporal and 
therefore malleable nature. Queer theologies, then, seek to disrupt the dominance of 
heteronormative interpretations of religious text. Queer theologies challenge discourses of 
power within the text, but also challenge institutions to which the text may be considered 
foundational. Most significantly, it brings marginalised or excluded voices to the fore and is a 
sight of negotiation of ‘accepted’ identities, allowing LGBTQ people of faith to exist ‘as both’ 
(Siraj, 2016; Greenough, 2019).   
     Yip’s (2005) significant work demonstrates three ways in which Christians and Muslims 
engage with processes of queering religious texts in order to challenge homonegativity, and 
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later extends this analysis to consider how these processes are utilised by trans Christians (Yip 
and Keenan, 2009)  First, the defensive approach concerns critiquing specific textual passages 
to construct alternative interpretations. Significantly this is done within existing frameworks, 
respecting the content of the text, not questioning their sanctity. These alternative 
interpretations contextualise the material, and serve to highlight their inapplicability to 
current historical and socio-cultural contexts. This is complemented by a second, offensive 
approach, which critiques both the structure and interpretive authority of religious 
institutions. The deconstruction of hegemonic discourse surrounding interpretations in turn 
questions and undermines the moral authority and credibility of religious leaderships. The 
emergence of doubt brings forth the relocation of interpretive authority away from 
institutions, and towards the self. This is significant, and I return to this in detail below. The 
third, and arguably most radical approach is re-casting religious texts. This includes ‘outing 
the text’, uncovering examples of same sex love and intimacy previously hidden or silenced. 
The texts are ‘befriended’, and are read from queer social locations in order to create new 
sexual theologies. These are complex strategies, which overlap and interlink, but show what 
Yip defines as the creation of “sexually-affirming hermeneutics” (2005: 49) which works to 
generate theological and spiritual capital, challenges the marginalisation of LGBTQ religious 
people and is  central to the construction of accepted identities.  
     As with queer theory, queer theologies have been criticised for being too disparate, and it is 
important to recognise that queer theologies are not homogenous. Further, they are accused 
again of being too removed from social experience, as too isolated, pessimistic, and fail to take 
account of political and cultural nuance in such complex structures as religion (Britnall, 2013; 
Greenough 2019). However, Yip’s approach shows how “queering” should be regarded as 
hermeneutical processes which are - most significantly - linked to lived experiences. Queering 
brings texts in line with lived experience, in which interpretations are not devolved from the 
development and acceptance of identity, on individual and social levels. Central to the 
queering of religious texts, is another significant and intertwined strategy, that of the 
relocation of interpretive authority from institutions, to the self.  
 
As texts are deconstructed, new interpretations open further avenues for disrupting normative 
ideas and the authority of religious institutions. They are no longer infallible; they are 
malleable. Texts are instead positioned as guidance, a moral compass, as opposed to definitive 
rules. Coupled with this is the questioning of the moral credibility and authority of religious 
leaderships.  The queering of texts exposes the socio-cultural embeddedness of the institutions 
they are built on, and the limitations and relevance of their authority on certain issues 
emerges. Most significant for Yip (2005), is the shift of the location of this authority – once 
removed from the text, from the institution – the self becomes increasingly empowered as the 
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sight of authority. Socially, historically and culturally positioned, processes of “de-
traditionalization and individualization increasingly empower the self over the institution as 
the basis of such self-directed hermeneutics that constitutes identity construction” (Yip, 2005: 
59).  
      Wilcox’s work (2009) is significant, supporting notions that religiosity in the contemporary 
US was not necessarily in decline, but instead changing as a result of processes of 
individualization. Influenced by Giddens’ (1992) concept of reflexive selves, and ‘do-it-
yourself-biographies’, Wilcox sees religious individualism as the development of religious 
identities which are increasingly ‘sought’ or ‘negotiated’. Individuals draw on institutions as 
resources, rather than adhering to prescribed religious identities as given. Wilcox values 
approaches of lived religion, particularly positioning religious beliefs and practices as unfixed, 
changeable and messy, emphasising the inclusion of ‘spirituality’ within discussions of 
religion. Wilcox drew much-needed attention to previously marginalised identities by 
exclusively focusing on religious women identifying across the LGBTQ spectrum. The women 
in Wilcox’s study engaged in what Roof defines as  “reflexive spirituality”, or bricolage, where 
considerable agency can be deployed in searching for and creating a sense of religious self from 
an array of symbols, images, codes and doctrines, deciding themselves what is religiously or 
spiritually meaningful (Roof, 1999: 74-75). Opening up definitions of religion to include 
spirituality is integral, in order to capture complexities in lived experience in myriad religious 
lives, creating a better picture of what it means to have ‘faith’ and ‘belief’ outside of tradition 
(McGuire, 2008). 
     However, the influence of theories of individualization has implications for how we might 
conceptualise identity. I agree that it is evident that the breakdown of traditional structures 
and roles has enabled a shift in how people position religious institutions and authority, with 
increasing scope for engaging in religious practice and belief in individual ways. However, it 
remains important to locate these experiences as relational. For example I would agree with 
Jackson’s (2010) argument that individualization, and in particular Giddens’ approach to the 
reflexive self, is problematic - especially in its over-emphasis on the unmooring of the self from 
social relations. That is not to say that Wilcox does not take account of this, she focuses on life 
stories and experiences which are embedded in the relational; community, kin and belonging. 
But in her use of individualization, she does not include a discussion of some of its more 
problematic central features, for example critiques of its disembedded, interconnected risky 
or even dystopian nature (Burkitt, 2008; Lawler, 2014). Further, while Wilcox absolutely 
acknowledges cultural and socio-historic location, it is also important to remember that 
individualization is not equally accessible across every cultural location (Adams, 2003), and 
as Yip argues; “while agency is undeniably evident in these experiences, the salience of 
structure cannot be underplayed” (2008a: 5). While Yip (2005) references individualization 
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and de-traditionalization I argue that his conceptualisation - the relocation of authority to self 
- is more appropriate than religious individualism to my research. This may appear somewhat 
semantic, but the theoretical distinction is important. The relocation of authority centres the 
hermeneutical, giving space for individual, agentic identity, while always accounting for the 
intrinsically social nature of interpretation. As a result there is less risk to positioning the 
individual outside these processes. This conceptualisation applies, as Yip shows, to more 
traditional religious spaces and identities, but would also be applicable to concepts of 
spirituality or bricolage for example. I argue that using narrative identity to explore 
intersections of religion, sexuality and gender would allow for an alternative conceptualisation 
which recognises agency, reflexivity and increased choices, while avoiding the limitations 
associated with disembedded notions of individualization.  
 
Strategies centring communities of support for LGBTQ religious people are indicative of this 
theoretical nuance. Wilcox outlines the complexities that community can bring to identity 
negotiation, arguing that “… individualism is both consciously and unconsciously rooted in 
community— a source of support and rejection, of identity and disidentification, of 
misunderstanding and deep comprehension” (Wilcox, 2009: 9), I would instead argue that 
community is not an individualist pursuit in either traditional and non-traditional spaces. The 
centrality of shared understanding, learning from others and feeling of belonging are ways in 
which conflict is both managed and mitigated. Siraj (2016) highlights the significance of the 
support group Imaan to fostering a sense of belonging, mitigating isolation and providing 
support – both online and in person – to LGBTQ Muslims in the UK. This is particularly 
significant for the reclamation and reconnection to faith for Muslim lesbians, who are 
attempting to understand and accept their sexuality through the “prism of Islam” (2016: 200). 
Cuthbert and Taylor (2019) demonstrate how the Metropolitan Community Church (MCC) are 
significant in the development of accepting religious spaces for queer Christians, creating 
senses of family and belonging, that phenomenologically derive as sense of ‘fit’. These groups 
engage in a form of identity politics which sees them strive for reform within religious 
institutions, while also providing support, guidance and resources to people struggling with 
the reconciliation. Radojcic’s (2016) ethnographic case study on Dignity - an LGBT affirming 
Roman Catholic organisation - outlines how identity is embedded within these groups, with 
building an LGBT and religious “core identity” the focus. The centrality of identity to these 
social movements is vital, and Radojcic shows how group and individual processes are 
involved in the consolidation of both these levels of identity. In engaging with support groups 
and community organisation, individuals learn they are not alone. Shared feelings of shame 
and fear are mobilised as anger and need for justice. What is evident, however, in each of these 
examples of support organisations, is their continued inclusion of traditional notions of 
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practice within these spaces. So again, while the breakdown of traditional notions of religion, 
and importantly, acceptance, are challenged, through queering theologies, the relocation of 
authority, and the necessity of others to facilitate learning and growth, this cannot be 
considered a completely fragmented, individualized endeavour. As Lawler (2014) argues, 
while identity does have fundamental instability at its heart, we cannot ignore very powerful 
attempts at fixity.  
 
2.4.3 “Integration, transformation and growth” 
In his reflective pieces in 2010 and 2018, Yip demonstrated how far this field has come while 
emphasising the continuing need to grow and diversify. He acknowledges that much research 
focuses on strategies for managing homonegativity, but there are three underexplored avenues 
for research; focus on the beliefs and practices of LGBTQ peoples themselves, considering 
intersections of identities in order to move beyond institutional realms, and appreciating the 
power of personal experience - the documentation of which cannot be underestimated (2010). 
In this final section, I draw on research which continues to push these boundaries, highlighting 
where limitations in the field are being addressed.  
     Empirical research centred on conflicts and strategies are central, providing important 
insight on experiences and identities. But these again, are not the only stories. Over the last 15 
years, research has increasingly uncovered ‘non-conflict stories’ at intersections of sexuality, 
gender and religion. Not all stories are fraught with difficulty, many LGBTQ religious people 
rise above stigma and conflict, creating and living integrated identities in harmony (Yip, 
2003a). Stories of “integration, transformation and growth” (Yip 2018: 1293) are fundamental 
to developing this field, and are drawn most effectively through the study of lived experience.  
The increased inclusion of positive stories also has some profound implications for the study 
of identity. Fuist (2017) advocates that notions of LGBTQ religious people having to do 
extensive identity work in the name of reconciliation are restrictive.  He is critical of over 
overfocusing strategies for combating homonegativity, arguing that these can be limited in 
their use of identity theory, and in their definitions of religion. He argues it is vital to move 
away from assumptions positioning a coherent ‘identity goal’ as the aim of LGBTQ religious 
people, centring  notions of identity as project and processual. Avishai (2020) is also critical 
of ‘conflict frames’, also arguing for a focal shift away from conflicts, which are heavily 
influenced by an assumed necessity for stable identity outcomes. She highlights the 
importance of more dynamic, contextual and intersectional models of identity. She asserts that 
these approaches more effectively account for meaning making, the instability of categories of 
identity and give space to ‘identity journeys’. These approaches reflect my wider argument, 
outlined in the first section of this chapter, on the importance of considering the social and 
processual nature of identity, and in turn, the value of using narrative identity approaches in 
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investigating these phenomena. This gives space to lived experiences and enable alternative 
stories of positivity, comfort and becoming to come to the fore. 
     Further reflection highlights limitations in terms of diversity across myriad areas of the 
field. There is a dominance in the sexuality and gender identities of participants, religions in 
focus and geographical and cultural locations. In summary, there is a significant focus on 
cisgendered, gay men in the Abrahamic religions – most extensively, Christianity – and much 
of this work is located in the Global North (Yip, 2010). I outline, in brief, some of these 
limitations, and highlight where they are being addressed. 
     I have explored how lived religion has garnered increased and necessary attention to 
womens’ experiences, and how critical this is in opening up new avenues of sociological 
conversation. Further to this, LGBTQ women have also been drawn into much needed focus 
(For example Wilcox, 2009; Siraj, 2012; Houghton and Tasker, 2019), and they remain an 
important area of research to develop. I choose to focus my research on the experiences of 
women in order to address this gap and contribute to research in this field. Attending to 
intersection of sexuality and religion which also incorporate a gendered lens is vital to  
bringing new and nuanced understandings, again to which my research contributes. However, 
there are also limitations in the diversity of LGBTQ identities considered, with the experiences 
of gay and lesbian peoples prioritised. The work of Toft (2012, 2020) has been at the forefront 
of research on bisexuality in the UK. This is a significant group to consider intersectionally, as 
they often experience marginalisation and misunderstanding in both the LGBTQ and religious 
communities. Work on trans, non-binary, intersex or gender-non-conforming people’s faith 
and religion is exceedingly limited and is a significant and challenging area, vital to develop. 
Again my own research severs to being to address these gaps in current research, as I include 
and focus exclusively in chapter 7 on the experiences of my trans participants.   
    Again as previously discussed, sociological research on trans lives is increasing, however 
very little of this emerging research focuses on religion or spirituality. The sociology of 
religion, having historically paid little attention to lived experience, gender and sexuality, has 
until recently resoundingly ignored or avoided trans identities (Yip and Keenan, 2009; Wilcox 
2018). Wilcox was pioneering in including trans women in her research. She recognises that 
there are similarities of experiences in negotiation of identities amongst LGBTQ religious and 
spiritual women, but is mindful that there are also significant differences. She argues that the 
negotiation of a religious gender identity appears more difficult than religious sexual identity 
(and re-negotiating and discovering sexual identity in light of transition is an extra complexity 
for trans people). Furthermore, LGB support spaces might be inadequately equipped to help, 
with the added risk that transphobia can also be evident (Wilcox 2009). There is a growing 
interest in trans theology and trans religious identities, again largely regarding Christianity. 
Keenan and Yip (2009) work to extend apply a new lens to queer theologies in line with Yip’s 
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earlier work (2003, 2005) considering ways text are ‘transed’, again working to giving space 
to trans people in scripture, and building on theoretical work in trans studies more broadly 
(Plaskow 2018, Armour 2019). However, the trans movement is nothing if not activist and 
strongly communal. Bridging gaps between theology, experience and support is Rev Dr 
Christian Beardsley. Her work with the Sibyls, a trans Christian support group, and her 
publications provide support to trans religious individuals, but also giving advice to clergy and 
church leaders, spreading messages of inclusion and acceptance (Beardsley, O’Brien and 
Woolley 2010;  Beardsley and O’Brien, 2016.) 
     Equally, trans studies has been reticent to engage in dialogue with the religious. A 
combination of factors including the historically fraught nature of disciplinary approaches, 
coupled with experiences of rejection and underpinned by a misguided notion that to be trans 
is contingent with the secular have led to theoretical and empirical disengagement (Strassfeld 
and Henderson-Espinoza 2019). Again, the value of interdisciplinary research is highlighted 
here. Two recent special editions of journals which focus specifically on trans identities in 
religion are bridging this divide. Trans Studies Quarterly’s 2019 special issue on 
Trans/Religion, aimed to push the boundaries of both the fields of trans studies and religious 
studies. The aim of the issue was to engage in critically interrogating the relationship between 
the two fields, in order to destabilise assumptions and approaches on both sides. The editors 
emphasise that while they were thrilled to receive an impressive number of submissions, they 
acknowledge that the breadth of the issue – methodologically and in terms of the traditions 
and approaches included – still has notable gaps, further highlighting the need to diversity 
and expand scope in this field (Strassfeld and Henderson-Espinoza 2019).  Further to this, a 
2018 roundtable in the Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion entitled Toward a 
Transfeminist Religious Studies aimed to address fundamental critical questions which centre 
the benefits of ‘transing’ religious studies. Strassfeld asks in their opening essay; “if both 
religion and religious studies have been positioned as cisgendered, what might it look like to 
trans religious studies?” (2018: 39). Both issues are fundamental to pushing the agenda and 
conversation forward and importantly included research across interdisciplinary and cultural 
expanses. 
     In addition to limitations in sexuality and gender identities, there are also limitations with 
regards to the religions in focus. Again while proponents of lived religion has highlighted the 
need to think beyond institutions and structures, leading to the inclusion of alternative forms 
of religious beliefs, practices and understandings, there still remains an underappreciation 
and exploration of religious beyond the Abrahamic, particularly Christian, frameworks and 
doctrines.  This is especially evident in considering ‘Eastern’ or polytheistic religions, with very 
little research on Sikhism, Hinduism and Buddhism in Western cultural spheres or academic 
positionalities. In the Global North, there has been a surge in interest in Islamic political and 
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social philosophies, particularly post-9/11, across the sociological canon. However, much of 
the research into Islamic identities and sexuality again tends to focus on a sense of entrenched 
difficulties in reconciling religion and non-heteronormative sexualities. Yip (2003) argues that 
the negative/stigmatised narrative is of course present in their stories, but that they are not 
passive victims of structure, and actively engage in negotiations around identity that are not 
solely located in sexuality or religion, but are embedded in their social lives in terms of family, 
culture and ethnicity. This also has implications in terms of gender, highlighting that the 
experiences of Muslim men and women also are not homogenous, again with important 
intersectional research endeavours being made in this area (For example Abraham, 2009; 
Rahman, 2010; Siraj 2012) 
     This emphasis on Christianity is arguably indicative of the limitations of geographic and 
cultural focus. While this research provides fascinating and significant sociological depth to 
the conversation,  it is important to again acknowledge that the cultural and social nuances of 
Western, and particularly the hegemonic dominance of Western politics and social 
experiences derived in the USA cannot, and should not, be easily translated to other cultures, 
even to the oft assumed close context of the UK. With this in mind, it is always important to 
consider socio-historical context, and acknowledge that cultural diversity and nuance is 
impacted by the colonial exportation of homophobia and transphobia.  A growing body of 
research emerging in Asian and African contexts provided broader and much needed diversity 
and depth of empirical reach across the field.  For example Goh’s (2016) work which centre 
the lived realities of non-heteronormative Malaysian men, and again considers their 
experiences beyond conflict frames. Further to this Van Klinken’s (2018) research on 
autobiographical storytelling and the development of an African queer theology is 
methodologically and empirically fascinating and ground-breaking. Developments are 
particularly pertinent in trans studies, for example Roen’s (2001) study on gender liminal 
people living in New Zealand and belonging to indigenous cultures of the South Pacific, 
highlights a need to de-centre Western notions of the medicalisation and ethnocentrism of 
trans and gender variant people, the pervasiveness of which is problematic. .  
 
2.5 Conclusion 
In this chapter I have mapped out my conceptual framework by examining the importance 
and value in the socially constituted nature of self and identity. The work of Ricoeur highlights 
theoretical nuance in narrative conceptualisations of identity, lived experiences and 
relationality. I also considered how theories of sexuality and gender are intrinsically 
influenced by concepts of identity, analysing the approaches of identity politics, 
intersectionality and queer theory. Furthermore, I outlined the value in diversifying 
sociological approaches to religion, beyond the domination of secularisation theory, and 
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emphasising the importance and nuance brought by approaches of lived religion. This is 
particularly pertinent in the study of intersections of religion, sexuality and gender, and the 
final section of this chapter is dedicated to key themes in research from this field; of conflict 
and strategies for overcoming them, and ultimately, where this exciting and valuable field 
continues to develop. I return to Yip in the closure of this chapter. Most striking to me, was his 
call to bring forth stories of “integration, transformation, and growth” (Yip 2018: 1293). It is 
at this juncture where I aim to position my own research. In the next chapter, I explore how 
this conceptual framework supports and informs my methodological choices and the design 







The theoretical and epistemological underpinnings outlined in the previous chapter of this 
research are best met through the use of in-depth, qualitative research methods. The social, 
narrative and relational nature of self and identity outlined in chapter 2 flows into my 
methodological considerations as I situate this research as narrative in both theory and 
method. The hermeneutic imperative in Ricoeur’s work informed and influenced my 
methodological and analytical choices. Alongside this I interweave additional seminal 
narrative research which supports and strengthens my approach. In this chapter I outline the 
research process itself. I discuss the recruitment of participants and the development of my 
data collection tools; interviews and timelines. I then consider how and where the research is 
situated, discussing my narrative approach in data collection and analysis. Finally, I consider 
my own position as researcher and reflexively explore my experience of the research. 
 
3.2 My Participants 
3.2.1 Identities and labels 
My participants all identify as LGBTQ women who are, or who have previously identified as, 
religious. Twenty-thre participants were recruited to the study3. All interviews were conducted 
in the UK, and while some of my participants originate from other countries, they all had been 
living in the UK for several years.  As discussed in chapter 2, there is increased need to focus 
on a diversity of voice from the LGBTQ community, and also to focus on the intersection of 
gender. I chose to focus this research directly on the experiences of women to address existing  
(although steadily decreasing) gaps in current research on both religion, and in considering 
intersections of gender and sexuality (Wilcox, 2009; Llewellyn and Trzebiatowska, 2013; 
Ammerman, 2016). The acronym ‘LGBTQ’ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Queer) is used 
throughout the research and in recruitment to describe and relate to my participants’ self-
identity. ‘LGBTQ’ is often used to describe a larger movement and collective community and 
intends to be inclusive, but there is an incredible array of emerging identities in regards to 
sexuality and gender identity, and not all feature individually within this manifestation 
(alternatives include LGBTQIAA+ for example). I chose to use the acronym LGBTQ as it 
adequately reflects a diverse nature of identities commensurate to the aims of the study, and 
further, this acronym resonates with people as a ‘lay’ term. Page and Shipley (2020) make 
excellent points about the hierarchical nature of acronyms, however while they choose to use 
‘queer’, I feel that has particular connotations and meanings as an identity itself and would 
 
3 See appendix 1 for a short profile of each participant  
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limit recruitment. While I acknowledge that the LGBTQ acronym is not ideal, I was flexible 
with its use, and potential participants were free to identify with multiple facets within the 
bounds of the acronym, accounting for those who identify with more fluid notions of sexuality 
and gender. Most importantly, I asked participants to self-define using their own labels or 
descriptions of self during our initial stages of contact. Reflecting on my use of LGBTQ before 
embarking on my analysis, I found that each of my participants did locate elements of their 
identity within this acronym, no matter the diversity of their own labels. As a result, I am 
comfortable in positioning ‘LGBTQ’ as representative of those who took part. 
     My definition of ‘religion’ again was left to the interpretation of participants. I used the 
terms ‘religion’ and ‘faith’ in my circulated advert to encourage participants to self-identify, 
rather than being assigned prescribed demographics or labels. Participants did not need to be 
practising, but would recognise it as an important part of their current or previous expressions 
of identity. In light of this, participants who represented or identified with alternative religions 
and spiritualities were included, as indeed were those who now label themselves as atheist or 
humanist. Central here are my commitments to lived religion and the importance of expanding 
definitions of what religion is and how it is experienced (McGuire, 2008). Similarly, Page and 
Shipley (2020) reject homogenous and static understandings about what religion ‘is’ or means 
to those who identify as religious and furthermore, emphasise the necessity of avoiding 
assumptions that religions have a singular approach to non-heterosexual identities.  I use the 
words ‘religion’, ‘faith’ and ‘spirituality’ somewhat interchangeably throughout the thesis, but 
utilise the language of my participants where possible and appropriate, to honour and 
forefront both their experiences and the data itself. While they often use ‘religion’, ‘faith’ and 
‘spirituality’ interchangeably dependent on the nature of their self-determination and 
experiences, as a group they do make some clear distinctions with regards to ‘institutions’ and 
‘beliefs’. “Organised religion”, for example, is expressly demarked from their own personal 
faith and beliefs. While dogma, scripture, leadership and theology informs and influences their 
faith, they discuss how their faith is cultivated individually, personally, and is embodied in 
their everyday lives beyond religious structure. Embracing and following this as an approach, 
methodologically and analytically, is vital to challenging what it is that research can tell us 
about religion beyond “official” structures (Ammerman, 2016). The use of self-determination 
is common to research with LGBTQ participants, but becomes increasingly important when 
considering intersections of religion (Yip, 2010). To gain an understanding of the role religion 
and faith plays in the lives of LGBTQ people in open and empathetic ways, it is important not 
to demarcate what does, and does not, ‘count’ as religious, or equally, as a sexual or gender 
identity, opening up possibilities of broader or hidden understanding of experience at this 




3.2.2 Sampling, recruitment and limitations  
Non-probability, purposive sampling was utilised; participants were selected for their 
qualities and experiences in congruence with research aims (Denscombe, 2007). The 
recruitment process was focused largely online and three forms of contacts were utilised; 
LGBTQ religious support groups, LGBTQ media and charity publishing, and my personal 
social media networks. I drew up an initial list of organisations to contact across these varied 
groups in the first round of recruitment. I also created a longer list of contacts to utilise should 
a repeat recruitment process be needed, but found I reached my target sample size before this 
was necessary. I made contact via email or through the submission of online ‘Contact Us’ forms 
circulating my details and an advert for the research4. I initially approached LGBTQ religious 
support groups outside of Christian denominations as I felt there would be a dominance of 
Christian or spiritual women coming forward to take part and wanted to reach as diverse a 
population as possible. The groups I contacted included Imaan, Hidayah, Rainbow Jews, 
Sarbat and Galva 1085.  Some of these organisations confirmed they were able to forward on 
my contact details to members. However, some organisations felt saturated with requests to 
support research in recent years and because of this responded that they were unable to engage 
with researchers at the time of contact. My engagement with LGBTQ media and charity 
organisations was a fruitful source of recruitment. An advert for my research was published in 
Diva Magazine, Europe’s leading magazine for lesbian and bisexual women (Diva, 2018). The 
LGBTQ Foundation also confirmed that they were able to include my advert in an edition of 
their research newsletter. (LGBTQ Foundation, 2018).  Finally, adverts for my research were 
shared publicly on my personal social media platforms; Twitter and Facebook. A number of 
participants informed me that they found the advert for my research shared on closed or 
private support groups for LGBTQ religious people on social media of which they were 
members. Support networks are a crucial means for accessing hidden populations (Yip 
2008a), and social media networks are increasingly integral to this, offering a shared 
communal space to engage with others. Their proliferation may also take some of the pressure 
and onus off organisational committees running wider community support groups and 
charitable organisations, as individual members have more autonomy to build networks and 
relationships within digital communities. Internet-based methods for recruiting participants 
are particularly effective within communities which may be hidden (Taylor, Falconer and 
Snowdon, 2014). This undoubtedly expanded the reach of my advert to more diverse groups, 
many of which I would have been unaware of and unable to access directly myself.  
     There are some limitations in the sample in terms of representation but I accepted that a 
project of this size and scope would be limited in gathering a completely representative 
 
4 See appendix 2 
5 See appendix 3 for further information – these are also listed as relevant support organisations 
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sample. The diversity in religious identities is limited, for example, in representing polytheistic 
faiths and religions, which is a gap in UK research. I argue that effective research in this area 
requires its own targeted and culturally sensitive focus. However, my sample is representative 
of a diverse range of Christian denominations, with Baháʼí, Muslim, Wiccan and Pagan 
participants also taking part. Several participants engage with varied forms of spiritual 
identities which is also beneficial when considering lived religion and, as such, my 
participants’ adherence to myriad religious identities, traditions and beliefs makes the sample 
diverse. This is not comparative research, nor does it focus exclusively on the dogmatic or 
theological, it is instead about how individuals experience the intersectional nature of their 
identity and their religion or faith, and I am able to explore this effectively. Further to this, my 
research does bridge gaps in terms of gender and sexuality, particularly in the inclusion of a 
diverse array of LGBTQ voices, and in my focus on women. Additionally, the inclusion of trans 
or gender-non-conforming participants, whose voices are underrepresented, is vital to 
research in this field.  
 
3.3 Methods and Data Collection  
3.3.1 Interviews  
Interviews were the primary tool for data collection. They were conducted in person in public 
locations such as cafes, in participants’ homes (17) or online via video using Skype (6). On two 
occasions the video technology failed and the interview was, in essence, conducted over the 
telephone. All were audio recorded and transcribed by me in full. Twenty-three participants 
were interviewed once and each was invited to attend a second interview between 6 and 12 
months later. Thirteen participants were available to be interviewed for a second time. Two 
participants did not respond to the request for a second interview, the remainder would have 
liked to have been involved but a suitable time could not be arranged. Interviews are ideal for 
exploring multifaceted and emotive phenomena. They allow the researcher, if executed 
effectively, access to in-depth thoughts and feelings of participants. Interviews are 
epistemologically and methodologically viable in terms of my approach, my values and my 
research strategy. Interviews give centrality to the textual nature of talk, and hold the accounts 
of individuals and social actors as privileged ways of knowing and understanding our social 
worlds (Mason 2002). Invoking an intimate, direct encounter with participants led to the 
creation of data which offers insight into, and increased understanding of, the ways in which 
individuals construct, interpret and act or react to their social worlds. The data also gives 
insight into how my participants’ personal, ontological narratives interact with culturally 
circulating narratives located in the worlds around them (Somers and Gibson, 1994) and in 
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turn, creates a picture of the nature of their relationship with the social world. Getting to this 
very rich, narrative and personal experience is paramount (Gerson and Horowitz, 2002).  
     I elected to conduct semi-structured interviews and prepare an interview guide.6 The 
reasons for this were twofold. First, I felt it beneficial as a ‘novice’ researcher (this was my first 
time ‘in the field’) to have an indicative set of questions to hand. This helped settle the 
interview as a process, aiding both sets of nerves, and helped in developing rapport. I gently 
encouraged participants, particularly in the early stages of the interview, to tell their stories, 
giving them the opportunity to develop their own sense of narrative with a little prompting 
(Denscombe, 2007). For example, I found most participants could talk about their ‘coming out 
story’, or felt comfortable taking me through their timelines, and the interviews largely flowed 
unaided by me. The guide proved useful, both in bringing us back on track where necessary, 
and also in closing the interview in a way that gave the participants an opportunity to ask 
questions or to clarify any details. The second reason concerns the necessity of creating 
balance in the collection of subjective and individualised data, while honouring principles of 
reliability and validity. The effectiveness in using completely ‘unstructured interviews’ is 
contested, even by experienced qualitative researchers (Mason, 2002). I felt more secure, 
practically and epistemologically, using a guide, which made the interviews similar in 
structure, without being formulaic. The individual nature of my participant’ stories is 
fundamental, but as a body of qualitative material these stories can be situated together 
effectively. 
     I discuss the influence of qualitative longitudinal methods in more detail below, but one 
strategy I engaged to facilitate the collection and generation of temporal and experiential data 
was “structured layering” in the form of repeat interviews (Flick, 2009: 156). Returning to the 
participants is good qualitative practice, and it gave me opportunities to address points from 
the first interview. Participants can also reconsider particular elements of their initial 
narrative and, if necessary, correct the researcher about any assumptions which may have 
been made. “Respondent validation” can again increase validity and reliability in qualitative 
research (Bryman, 2004: 274). However, I felt that repeat interviews also brought additional 
value. They created opportunity and space in which participants’ subjective expressions could 
be reflected upon. I generated a second semi-structured interview guide7 which was somewhat 
more fluid than the first. This guide enabled me to clarify details from the first interview (this 
largely related to questions of confidentiality), but it gave me the opportunity to tailor the 
interview to key themes arising from the research, to ask participants to reflect on points from 
their stories but, most significantly, to see how their lives had changed, moved or altered 
across temporal and spatial entities. I believe that it also helped to develop our relationships. 
 
6 See appendix 5 
7 See appendix 5 
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The second interview furthered my commitment to considering my own position. The 
researcher is not, and should not be, in control of the production of the story. The interviews 
should be led by the participant as far as possible (Atkinson 1998). Both sets of interviews were 
designed to encourage participants to explore their histories (plurality here is intentional), and 
to consider a retrospective approach to their social lives, relationships and the impact this has 
had on their self-identity and their expressions of self during the course of their lives.  
 
3.3.2 Qualitative longitudinal research 
     Semi structured interviews have been used effectively in research concerning biographical 
and life history, helping initiate the development of fluid conversation and forms of 
monologue which focus on life course and temporality (Flick, 2009). With this in mind, I built 
qualitative longitudinal (QL) research methods into the narrative nature of my overall 
methodological approach. The introduction of the temporal alongside consideration of 
transitions between past, present and future gives important insight into experience across a 
life, and how broader social transformations can synthesise with individual narratives (Somers 
and Gibson, 1994). QL methods have been given increasing focus in the last two decades and 
combine particularly effectively with narrative methodological approaches, especially when 
considering lived experiences and the constructed nature of time and space (Corden and Miler, 
2007). QL approaches generate detailed and contextual pictures of experience and agency, 
and attend to the ways people exist in and interpret their social worlds. QL methods enable 
researchers to consider the past, the present and project further into the future, through a 
variety of interesting methodological tools (Neal, Henwood and Holland, 2012). The nature 
and length of ‘longitudinal’ research is not strictly defined, and when initially considering this 
methodological option I was concerned that my approach would simply not be ‘long’ enough. 
However, while approaches to QL have seen research endeavours take place over years, even 
decades, with vast numbers of participants and funding, it is the nature of the approach, rather 
than the length of time taken which makes a longitudinal study truly longitudinal. Central to 
these methodologies is the consideration of the intersection of the temporal and spatial and, 
in turn, how this impacts multiple types of change. In order to discern change, time must be 
considered, and as a result, both time and change are inherently contextual and constructed 
(Saldaña, 2003; p. 3-6). This commitment, through time, to considering experience and 
change synthesises both epistemologically and methodologically with my research aims. I 
argue that QL approaches complement my use of narrative, and narrative identity in 
particular, as the attention paid to time and change interweaves efficaciously with Ricoeur’s 
concept of emplotment (1992a), most notably in the necessity of synthesis and action, of 
concordance and discordance and transformation. Furthermore, this gives space to the deep-
rooted sense of ‘becoming’, characterising the social and processual nature of narrative selves. 
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Narratives help us bridge divides between the self and others, as well as bridging the gap 
between past and present (Lawler, 2008). Significantly, this is evidenced in the narratives of 
my participants. Adopting this approach and being sensitive and aware of the influence of time 
and change in their sense of emplotted, narrative self, generated unique and insightful 
datasets, engendering the potential for rich and in-depth analysis.  
     QL and narrative approaches are interwoven in the interview process and in the reflective 
nature of the questions. I encouraged participants to further develop and clarify the details of 
their narratives, and the second interview in particular introduced an important element of 
retrospective analysis, creating further depth to the research process and the data created. 
Importantly, this occurs both on behalf of the researcher and the participant in revisiting and 
reflecting on the data created in the first interview. The co-production of subjective, reflexive 
knowledge is a central feature to both interviews and is not limited only to those participants 
that I met twice.  The concept of “walking alongside” is often used in QL research, and touches 
the lives of both the researcher and the participant (Neal, Henwood and Holland, 2012: 8). 
While the longitudinal nature of this piece of research may not reach the depths to which 
others are able to over extended periods of time, I believe the concept of ‘walking alongside’ 
my participants was helpful in creating empathy and understanding. We may not walk 
‘forward’ all that far in terms of linear time, but we wandered through time together, exploring 
the past, present and future. 
 
3.3.3 Timelines  
    A second tool common to QL research which assisted in participants expressing themselves 
over expanses of temporal contexts is the use of the timeline, life map or life grid. The creation 
process is participant-led and can be conducted alongside, or independently of, the research 
setting. Timelines are valuable, flexible tools which capture a retrospective view of a life in a 
format that is accessible to the person creating them. They are beneficial to participants and 
researchers as they give opportunity for participants to reflect on a visual and temporal record 
of their life (Wilson et al, 2007; Neal, 2017). I wanted to give my participants time and space 
to complete their timelines in their own way and at their own pace, so I chose not to include 
this as part of our interviews, instead asking for them to plot out, draw, or note down a timeline 
of their life prior to our first meeting and to bring it with them. There are hundreds of ways 
participants could approach this and those who are naturally more creative or reflexive may 
have felt more comfortable in completing this without much prompting. However, as being 
asked to ‘map out your life’ can be rather daunting, I provided templates, ideas and examples 
of the kinds of approaches which may have facilitated thinking and aided the initial steps of 
the process, which is often the most difficult part. Once the timeline has begun (arguably it 
cannot be complete), they were used to allow researcher and participant to walk side-by-side 
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through the details of their lives, noting significant changes, events, symbols or people who 
have had an important impact. This immediately enables the participant to reflect across time 
and encourages a sense of synthesis (Neal, 2017). The timelines my participants created were 
varied in approach and design; from undulating lines and notes across pages in notebooks, to 
drawings across A2 paper, others produced multiple pages of typed, autobiographical 
memories. Timelines were very useful in conjunction with the interview guide in developing 
talk and encouraging participants. It gave me a variety of options for opening the interview in 
ways that made participants feel comfortable, and was something for them to reflect both 
forward and back on. There are references to how they felt undertaking the process in the 
transcripts. Some participants told me how they initially felt overwhelmed, or surprised by 
how quickly or slowly they could work through the events of their lives. Some had previously 
engaged with timelines as a therapeutic tool. One example was adapted from their own 
therapeutic experiences of storytelling in childhood (Sunderland, 1997). Many reflected on 
how cathartic and helpful it had been for them.  
     A challenge in the use of timelines came in how, or whether, to consider them as data in 
their own right. I had to make an ethical decision before I went into the field, and was 
preoccupied by maintaining confidentiality in potentially sensitive research. I was very 
mindful in developing research with sensitive topics and hidden populations and how best to 
protect those who may be at risk in taking part in the research (Yip, 2008).  It was clear that 
timelines would be very difficult to anonymise and including them as data created problematic 
ethical implications for confidentiality. The timelines my participants created make for 
insightful and fascinating data in their own right. For those who felt comfortable creating them 
(not everyone did one), their timelines represent very rich, often visual and sometimes textual 
data, which offer an insight into what they felt was most important in their lives. On reflection, 
choosing not to integrate them as data feels like a ‘missed opportunity’, however I do not regret 
my decision to privilege confidentiality and the use of timelines was absolutely valuable as a 
tool within the interview. They are, in part, represented as data within the transcripts 
themselves as we worked through their content during the interview. The use of timelines 
undoubtedly helped generate rich, temporal narrative focus in my participants’ stories.  
 
3.3.4 Ethics  
The project received ethical approval from the University of York’s Economics, Law, 
Management, Politics and Sociology Ethics Committee in October 2017, prior to the 
commencement of fieldwork, as required (ELMPS 2017). The process is informed by, and 
committed to, the principles outlined by the British Sociological Association’s guidelines on 
ethical practice, and in keeping with the sociological nature of the research, my own ethical 
approach is in line with, and informed by, these principles (British Sociological Association 
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2002). As part of the process materials related to the project; including the advertisement 
calling for participants, information booklet and process of consent and the consent form, 
were approved8. Particular attention was given to questions of anonymity and confidentiality 
in light of the sensitive nature of the research, with participants who may potentially have been 
vulnerable. Keen attention was paid to data security and transcription. All contact 
information, audio recordings and incomplete transcripts were stored digitally under 
encryption. Only fully anonymised/amended transcripts have been printed. Where transcripts 
have been amended this is indicated in the transcript key. Participants were advised about the 
difficulties of ensuring anonymity when sharing personal stories, but were assured that some 
identifying features of their interviews could be amended to maintain confidentiality. This 
included for example; geographical identifiers, job titles, and the removal of the names of 
friends and relatives. Any potential issues with confidentiality were flagged by me and checked 
and verified by participants in the second interview or via email. No issues were raised by 
participants during or after our interviews. 
     A significant consideration within, and beyond, the ethics processes concerned the sensitive 
nature of the research and how to manage this across the research process. As discussed in 
chapters 1 and 2, I anticipated that stories of difficulty and conflict would be a feature in the 
narratives of my participants, and that some participants may potentially have been vulnerable 
in terms of their mental health and emotional wellbeing. I chose not to ask direct questions in 
regards to mental health, (in terms of ‘confirmed diagnoses’, for example) for ethical reasons 
and because lived experiences of mental health are more complex than diagnosis. However, I 
ensured to take account of the sensitive nature of the research by foregrounding a sense of 
support throughout the process, focused particularly before and during the interviews. This 
captured potential support provision for all participants, not only those with a history of 
mental health difficulties. Before agreeing to take part in the research participants received an 
information sheet containing details about the research. Participants were advised of potential 
risks to telling their stories, including emotional difficulties, anonymity and safety, and were 
advised of steps they could take to halt or withdraw from the research. Further to this, the 
information sheet also contained details of relevant support networks, including mental health 
organisations, as well as bespoke services and support groups aimed at LGBTQ religious 
communities. When in the research setting I began each interview by confirming that the 
participant was happy to take part, that they understood the nature of the research and I 
reassured them that we could stop and take breaks at any time. My participants are remarkably 
stoic, measured and strong women who each told me some very difficult elements of their 
narrative in brave and enlightening ways. I only once had to reassure a participant, becoming 
visibly upset, that we could take a break, but she assured me she did not need to and was 
 
8 See appendices 2, 3 and 4 
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comfortable to continue. At the end of interviews in which experiences of (for example, but 
not limited to) mental health difficulties were raised, I asked what forms of support they were 
currently engaged with, with a view to signposting organisations if necessary. Each participant 
assured me they were happy with support they had in place or were able to access this should 
they need it. One participant disclosed that they had discussed taking part in the research with 
their therapist, and had been encouraged to do so. 
     While increasingly considered, and at the forefront of research in sensitive areas, the safety 
of both participants and researchers is not always a central feature in methodological literature 
(Bashir, 2017). Similarly, training for qualitative researchers is diversifying and expanding, 
but practical training remains limited because there are inherent difficulties in being ‘trained’ 
in a method that values dynamism and changeability. Conducting interviews was my first time 
‘in the field’, but my previous employment experiences were very valuable to me here, 
particularly in managing the sensitive nature of the research. The best ‘training’ I had was in 
an administrative position I held at a university in which I helped support students with cases 
of extenuating circumstances. My exposure to some of the very difficult lives some students 
led and the diversity in their experiences gave me valuable knowledge and experience in 
managing sensitive conversations, considering my own reactions, and in essence my 
reflections on whether I had done and said ‘the right things’. I had some basic mental health 
training, but these experiences, and the support and guidance of my manager, without doubt 
prepared me for the field, not only in attending to the emotions of my participants, but also in 
managing my own emotions when hearing the difficulties of their lives, something that again 
is not always discussed in research of this nature (Dickson-Swift et al, 2007). This was valuable 
both within and outside the interview setting.  
     My previous experience was pertinent when making decisions within the research setting 
in order to manage and alleviate difficult or sensitive conversations. I chose to not push 
participants to discuss difficult topics in further or extensive detail, especially at points in 
which I felt them to be reluctant, or intending to move on. On occasions I asked for more 
clarifying detail, but if this was not forthcoming I let the interview continue down my 
participant’s chosen narrative route. I have also reflected on some of these discussions as 
potentially constituting ‘missed opportunities’ during which I could have gained more in-
depth understanding of their experiences, clarified events or understood their narratives in 
more detail. However, I maintain a position in which I would much rather have ‘missed’ these 
‘opportunities’ than have caused any potential harm, difficulty or upset to my participants. 
This was particularly important, for example, with my participants who discussed their 
experiences of conversion therapy, an especially sensitive and damaging topic, and one in 
which they disclosed difficulties in relation to their mental health9.  The sensitive and difficult 
 
9 I discuss this in more detail in chapter 6.3.2 
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nature of these conversations was a factor in my decision not to return to questions or themes 
on conversion therapy across the second interviews. My initial process of coding and analysis 
led me to develop clarifying and thematic questions to ask in our second interviews (see 3.4.2 
for more detail). I, at this juncture, had not necessarily acknowledged the significance or depth 
of the material collected regarding conversion therapy. It was not until much further into the 
analysis process that I felt sure that there was significant potential for sociological exploration 
here, which would have benefitted from further exploration in our second interviews. 
However, on reflection, I believe the reasons for not pursuing this as a thematic or narrative 
line of inquiry in my second interviews were led by a commitment to not cause harm to my 
participants. This is a point of learning and development for myself as a researcher, and 
something that will be valuable to my own positionality and reflexive knowledge in future 
research projects. However I again stand by my position in prioritising the wellbeing of my 
participants.  
 
3.4 Situating the Research  
3.4.1 Narratives, stories and self 
The advantages of using qualitative, narrative approaches were clear from inception in order 
to take account of the sensitive, complex and emotive nature of the research. Encouraging 
participants to discuss personal experiences, thoughts and feelings is central, and interviews 
can effectively facilitate accessing privileged, personal information (Denscombe, 2007). Here 
I explore narrative approaches that have been influential in the design of this project, further 
demonstrating how narrative is considered throughout research design, the data collection 
and in analysis.   
     Narrative is a divergent methodological phenomenon and is continually evolving as a 
sociological tool. The field of ‘narrative research’ has developed under multi-layered, 
interdisciplinary influence, which render definitions and approaches within the field as 
somewhat disparate (Stanley and Temple 2008). As a result, unlike other methodological 
frameworks, narrative perspectives offer no overarching models for conducting investigations 
or analysis.  The plethora of academic disciplines influencing narrative research in sociology 
may appear perplexing, but actually offer diverse and far-reaching applications of ‘narrative’ 
as a methodology (Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou, 2013: 1-3). As outlined in the previous 
chapter, the value of narrative approaches to research on identity are also very powerful. Smith 
and Sparkes (2008) are among many that argue the ‘narrative turn’ at the end of the 20th 
century, served to emphasise the inherently storied nature of our social lives and the narrative 
constructions of our identities. They outline five typologies of narrative identity across diverse 
sociological perspectives. First as psychosocial – where interiority is given primacy over the 
social, as internalised and individualistic. Second as inter-subjective – providing a sense of 
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subjectivity and self-continuity, influenced by symbolic interactionism. Third, from a storied 
resource perspective – in which webs of relationality in the forms of stories are embedded in 
the cultural, severing a sense of self as moored to the personal. Fourth, the dialogical 
perspective – encompassing a more extensive decentralisation of the self, in which narratives 
are understood relationally, within dialogue with others. Finally, the performance perspective 
– in which all sense of the mooring of the individual is cut, with social relationality preceding 
individuality completely. Helpfully they situate these typologies along a continuum, and aim 
to create dialogue across the spectrum in order to address methodological and theoretical 
misgivings. These typologies themselves overlap and interweave across this continuum, but 
this serves to demonstrate the diversity and complexities of perspectives held within 
conceptualisations of narrative itself. In my own approach, while mindful of these many 
differences, I do not wish to box myself into one particular form or fixed notion of narrative as 
both theory and methodology, but feel some distinction is helpful. Rather than attending to 
‘narratology’ – the technical, linguistic or structural components of narratives I, like Ricoeur 
and Lawler, am concerned with the way “narratives circulate as cultural and social resources” 
(Lawler, 2008: 33). Amongst the multiple analytical and theoretical uses of narrative, I agree 
with Fox Gotham and Staples when they argue that narrative is beneficial “to examine the 
interconnectedness of human agency and social structure and the temporality of historical 
events in a processual way” (1996: 481). Further to this, Riessman’s conceptualisation is 
helpful, particularly again in her emphasis on the usefulness of narrative to identity research 
arguing; “Narrative analysis allows for systematic study of personal experience and meaning: 
how events have become constructed by active subjects” (1993: 70). The interrelational, 
intersubjective, culturally situated and hermeneutical aspect of stories are central to my 
research. The telling and receiving of stories and how their meanings are shaped and influence 
is key.  
     The very roots of narrative and narration are deeply social. The historical, cultural and 
demographic socio-temporal spaces my participants inhabit have a definitive impact on how 
they manage the intersection of their identities. The extent to which they experience and 
narrate a sense of ‘managing’, or otherwise, their identities as LGBTQ women of faith, and in 
turn which cultural resources are most useful in developing a sense of self and place within 
their communities and within themselves, is paramount. Stories are the building blocks of 
their social lives. They should not be taken as transparent or unproblematic in finding ‘truth.’ 
As Plummer (1995) illustrates in his work on the sociology of stories, it is not only what people 
say that is of central concern, but the complexities of the social processes involved in living 
and recreating those stories. Narratives are part of the construction of our social lives, and it 
is this awareness of the complex societal layers that are central to narrative research. The 
search for ‘facts’ and ‘truth’ in a positivist, measurable sense is not the aim here, but rather to 
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uncover experience and interpretation as means to understanding the world; my participants’ 
‘truth’ is key. For Plummer, storytelling is at the heart of this. The inherently relational nature 
of storytelling requires producers, coaxers and consumers of stories. The meanings of stories 
are never fixed, and emerge as a process of identity making amongst a ubiquitous stream of 
interaction, of shifting meanings and changing contexts. However, it is vital to remember that 
the telling, and hearing, of stories are rooted in cultural and historic location.  
     Further to this, Riessman (1993) argues that storytelling is a universal and natural human 
activity. Storytelling is used across cultures, and is recognised in myriad social contexts as a 
way for us to navigate and understand both our social lives and ourselves, and is something 
we learn as children. This is no different in the research context; “Storytelling, to put it simply, 
is what we do with our research materials, and what informants do with us” (1993: 1). The 
purpose of narrative research is to investigate how and why stories are created in particular 
social contexts. How participants tell a story can give insight into how they make sense of 
actions and experience in their social lives. In turn we, as researchers, interpret their 
interpretations. The subjectivity of their narratives, and indeed the subjectivities of 
interpretation in narrative research – their rootedness in time, space and their attention to 
experience, is their value. These principles underpin the design of this research and help 
effectively address the research questions. Taking a narrative approach from the outset 
facilitated the generation of data that centred and valued lived experience across time and 
space, allowing me to explore how the intersections of sexuality, gender and faith are narrated 
and interpreted by my participants.  
     Lawler (2002) argues if we want to make sense of how people create identities, how they 
understand and interpret world they live in, we must attend to their stories.  Following the 
work of Ricoeur, Lawler highlights how processes of emplotment are central to an account or 
story - for example those generated in interview transcripts - becoming a narrative. In order 
for narrative research to be narrative, researchers much consider how to create conditions in 
which people might be encouraged to create narrative in the research setting. Riessman (1993) 
also discusses ways in which narrative is generated in the interview process, arguing that the 
natural impulse for human beings to narrate can become inevitable in the research setting – 
provided the process and practices of interviewing do not get in the way. Riessman advocates 
for the use of open questions and this is something I incorporated into my interview guide. 
The early, opening questions in particular were structured in order to begin the interview in a 
way that immediately encouraged narrative, but without feeling daunting. I began most 
interviews asking if participants could “tell me their ‘coming out’ story” or for them to “take 
me through your timeline”, depending on how much context we had generated via email before 
the interview. Questions about ‘coming out’ highlight an absolute example of a shared or 
public understanding of a process of storytelling, in which participants situated their personal 
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narratives immediately in a community of understanding (Somers and Gibson, 1994; 
Plummer, 1995).  Again, this highlights the benefits in using timelines in narrative research; 
participants could reflect back and forth across their experiences with ease. The timelines 
encouraged participants to begin a process of synthesising events in their lives, thinking about 
episodes, characters and transformations necessary to emplotment (Lawler, 2002), even 
before the interview. My encouragement and drawing out of these elements felt organic, rather 
than formal or structured, making our discussions more free-flowing. Riessman advises that 
if approached in this way, participants can very easily “hold the floor for lengthy turns” (1993: 
2), which generates rich, in depth and unfragmented narrative pieces of data. This was 
something my participants and I were able to engender in the interview process.  
 
3.4.2 Analysing and interpreting narratives  
Lawler (2002) outlines four key tasks for those using narrative in research to consider. First, 
as discussed above, one must create conditions in which participants might generate 
narratives in the research setting. The second requires the researcher to analyse these accounts 
as narrative. Accounts do not have to be long, but they must contain the key features of 
emplotment; synthesis, characters, transformation/action. Third is the necessity to consider 
publicly circulating narratives the teller draws on, and finally, to consider the relationship 
between these publicly circulating narratives and the production of personal narratives. It is 
with this advice in mind that I approached my own analysis, in ensuring that narrative is 
embedded throughout the research process.  
     Arguably the process of analysis began on my leaving the interview. I made brief fieldwork 
notes during some of the interviews, but made more extensive notes in relation to my thoughts 
and feelings as soon as possible after leaving. I would write down or audio record my own 
reflections; common themes, reoccurring ideas, whether I felt the interview was ‘successful’ or 
not, where I felt I was developing as a researcher. My interpretations of actions, feelings and 
other observations from the interviews arguably constitutes a set of data in their own right, 
and are an extremely useful secondary tool to use in qualitative interviewing (Flick, 2009).  I 
talk more about reflexivity below, but I mention this here as it was a holistic and open 
approach to positioning myself within the research, and was my first venture into the analysis 
process, drawing together ideas. I reflected back on my field notes at the beginning of each 
transcription. Riessman (1993) argues that analysis cannot always be easily distinguished 
from transcription in narrative research, and both analysis and interpretation are multi-
layered and iterative, and my analysis arguably began in depth at the transcription stage. I 
undertook all transcription myself both to ensure accuracy and control over the shape of the 
material, but also because re-immersing myself in the data, in my participants’ stories, was 
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invaluable. Hearing the talk back was important, and crafting the words onto the page was the 
first step in familiarising myself with the material and the emerging sense of narrative.   
     I, like many qualitative researchers, felt initially overwhelmed with the scope and scale of 
the material before me. I also found literature on exactly how to approach analysis fairly 
lacking. This may be further entrenched within the relative freedom of narrative analysis, but 
its lack of definitive approach, at this point, did begin to feel a little unwieldly. I felt it 
important, initially, to instil a sense of order over the data, to make it first more searchable, 
manageable, and second to narrow down and give me better oversight as to what I could 
consider significant to the research (Mason, 2002). This phase of analysis involved a largely 
thematic approach to coding, in which both long and short portions of text were organised 
along thematic lines and filtered into an Excel spreadsheet, developing an ever- increasing list 
of codes. I chose not to use analysis software such as NVivo as I wanted to have autonomy over 
my data, deal with it ‘by hand’ and felt my approach was sufficient without complicating or 
leading me completely away from the transcripts themselves. This initial process of coding 
enabled me to make links between the data, and in essence, began to provide some of the 
structure of the analysis chapters of this thesis. I had also transcribed all the first interviews 
before reaching out to participants for the second, and it was through this list of codes, and 
the broader emerging themes, that I developed a second interview guide. It was through this 
filtering system that I began to feel I had control over my data. It gave me confidence to return 
to the transcripts themselves and read them both narratively and repeatedly, concentrating on 
the sections which contained the most rich and compelling sense of narrative, particularly in 
terms of emplotment. I considered their sense of self interpretation, of social location and of 
the transformative nature of their experiences through time (Lawler, 2002). I fully appreciated 
the iterative and cyclical nature of narrative analysis here. I also felt more assured in managing 
the second data set, and blended this together in a much more narrative way. I feel the 
analytical process is acutely present and embedded in the writing of each of the analytical ideas 
and chapters of this thesis. I did not feel the analysis was ‘complete’, in and of itself, but this 
blended and ran into the writing process, through development of coherence and drafting 
repeatedly (I remain acutely mindful of limitations and temporalities). I feel I now appreciate 
and increasingly understand both the necessity and difficulties of fluid, free and unbounded 
processes of narrative analysis.  
     One much more directed and systematic analytical tool I found very helpful was that of The 
Listening Guide, from Gilligan et al (2006). Used largely in psychological analysis, The 
Listening Guide resonated as a useful tool to develop my process of narrative analysis, 
particularly in centring the storyteller. The researcher undertakes a four step process of 
“sequential listenings”, in the form of reading textual data, designed to “bring the researcher 
into relationship with a person's distinct and multi-layered voice”, drawing attention to 
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distinct aspects of experience in particular contexts (Gilligan et al, 2006: 3). The first step 
involves listening for plot; what is being told, what occurs, and noting your response to this as 
a researcher. The second, and most crucial step, is the creation of ‘I poems’. The researcher 
highlights each first person iteration, or ‘I’, in the text, along with any verbs or accompanying 
words, then pulls out each example in sequence and places them individually on a separate 
line. The third step requires repeated readings of the text and ‘I poems’, in which the 
researcher listens for ‘contrapuntal voices’. Contrapuntal being musical terminology for “the 
combination of two or more melodic lines” (2011: 8). Listening for these voices enables the 
researcher to hear multi-layered nature of experience - several voices can be teased out of one 
text, with the researcher tuning into a different voice each time. It is here that the researcher 
begins to pull out strands of the data, and in my case of narratives, which relate to the research 
questions. The fourth step is the development of the analysis, synthesising the listening 
process, highlighting what the researcher has come to know, and how. Although listening for 
one voice at a time across an interview can illuminate different aspects of the person’s 
experience, it is important that these separate voices are then brought back into relationship 
with one another so as not to lose the complexity of a person’s expressed experience. While I 
have not engaged with all the steps holistically across all my transcripts as a complete set of 
data, I did follow the approach across a handful of examples where I was struggling to access 
or locate strongly enough the voices of the participant in tandem with socio-historic and 
cultural narratives. The production of ‘I poems’ and attending to contrapuntal voices and 
narrative elements was especially significant here10. This encouraged me to think about the 
discordant nature of synthesis in emplotment; of both concordance and discordance across 
time, and even within events and episodes themselves. The listening guide is a helpful tool in 
qualitative, but particularly narrative, analysis, which focuses on the complex and multi-
layered experiences of individuals, while also attending to the relational, socio-cultural 
contexts in which they occur (Gilligan et al, 2006).  
     There are of course limitations to narrative research approaches and analysis. 
Notwithstanding my own difficulties in the practicalities of analysis in light of a lack of ‘rule 
book’ for narrative research, Smith and Sparks argue that while diversity is a benefit, voices 
pertaining to the narrative construction of identity are not always in harmony. There is a 
danger that differing approaches fail to talk with each other, instead “talk[ing] around and 
past each other and do not fully engage” (2008: 6). Again, interdisciplinary attention is 
important, and listening to and learning from myriad approaches leads to a highly valuable, 
diverse and flexible approach to research. While potentially perplexing, I would agree that 
diversity is the strength of narrative (Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou, 2013). This of course 
does not mean narrative research should not be subject to evaluation, or to sociological rigour. 
 
10 Examples are included in appendix 6   
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Riessman (1993) outlines four ways in which validity can and should be considered in 
narrative research: attending to persuasiveness and plausibility; correspondence with 
research participants; global, local and themal coherence; and the pragmatic use of your own 
research. This helps us evaluate narrative research, holding ourselves and the process to 
account.  Subjectivity is a central concern for critics of narrative methodologies. Provoking 
participants to reveal the inner workings of their lives raises methodological and ethical 
questions, similarly there are issues surrounding voice, performance, transcription and truth; 
a story is open to multiple interpretations. A heavy responsibility lies with the researcher in 
collecting such privileged information (Plummer, 1995).  I have argued here, however, that 
attending to the very subjective nature of narratives, and of narrative identities, is the strength 
of this approach. In considering narratives as cultural and social resources we explore not just 
the texts themselves, but how the texts came to be, why they are significant, and what they can 
tell us about the very complex and multi-layered nature of the social world. Our lives are the 
stories we tell about ourselves. 
 
3.5 Situating the Researcher 
3.5.1 Reflexivity  
Reflexivity has become an increasingly important methodological approach, which helps 
challenge and address some of the critiques of qualitative and narrative research. As discussed, 
this research values and forefronts subjectivity and lived experiences, and while not 
considered a limitation, still needs to be considered holistically and carefully. Reflecting on 
the research process is something that is arguably hard to avoid in most sociological work, but 
this is even more acute in qualitative research. There is, however, a distinct difference between 
reflection; looking back over the process, understanding what happened and what you might 
do differently next time, compared to reflexively; continually engaging throughout the 
research with strategies which help us question our own position and power, challenging 
assumptions about what we do and do not know, addressing inequalities and injustices, and 
highlighting cultural bias and personal behaviour. Reflexivity can help create a better 
understanding of feelings, beliefs and actions (Bolton, 2010).  In the preface to her own 
reflexive account of her research, Etherington (2004: 11) invites us, as readers, to ask the 
following questions of her account: 
• How has my personal history led to my interest in this topic?  
• What are my presuppositions about knowledge in this field?  
• How am I positioned in relation to this knowledge? 
• How does my gender/social class/ethnicity/culture influence my positioning in 




It is these questions I asked myself as I approached the design of the research, within the 
research setting, in my reflections afterwards and both in analysis and the production of a PhD 
thesis as an entity.  I do not set out to ‘answer’ these questions as such, but to work with them 
as a cyclical and processual part of the research process. My addressing some of these 
questions is evident in my previous discussions, but I take the final section of this 
methodological chapter to reflect more closely on some of the ways I integrated the values of 
reflexive research practices, approaches, thoughts and feelings into my research. I focus here 
on positionality, disclosure, the interview setting and finally, questions of power.  
 
3.5.2 My reflections across the research process 
Engaging reflexively is something I have tried to incorporate from the inception of the 
research. This is not always easy, for both novice and experienced researchers, and is 
something I anticipate I will continue to carry and develop throughout any potential career in 
research. Aptly enough, I am sure Ricoeur, for instance, would agree that my identity as 
researcher, too, is in a processual sense of ‘becoming’ (Etherington, 2004). I feel an increasing 
(and discordant) sense of both unease and comfort that a fixed sense of myself as ‘researcher’ 
is theoretically, empirically and personally unlikely. Perhaps it is unnecessary. Ensuring a 
sensitive, empathetic approach is something that mattered to me. I know there will be 
mistakes here, and points of learning, but I committed to doing this to the best of my 
knowledge and ability.  As outlined in the introduction my own experiences as a cisgender, gay 
woman, who is not religious, led me, in part, to this research. It is common in sensitive 
subjects, in sociology and particularly in LGBTQ lives, that researchers are drawn to issues in 
which they have invested knowledge, interest or personal experience (Etherington, 2004; Yip, 
2008). This, however, cannot be taken for granted. Empathy, understanding and being ‘an 
insider’ can absolutely be beneficial for research, and for the experiences of your participants, 
but it should not be privileged or over-relied upon. In attending to my own positionality, and 
increasing knowledge on the subject, I was mindful of not homogenising my participants or 
their experiences, both in terms of LGBTQ identities or in their religious or faith identities. 
Both familiarity and distance are potentially, to use religious parlance, a blessing and a curse 
to a qualitative, narrative researcher, but I argue that complete detachment is neither desirable 
nor achievable in research of this nature (Perry, Thurston and Green, 2004). There were, of 
course, times during the interviews where we, but mostly I, benefitted from a shared sense of 
common identity, from familiar narrative lives, from empathetic understandings of 
experiences. But their stories are also very different to my own. As discussed in chapter 1, I felt 
like I had the very briefest glimpse into what it might be like to be LGBTQ and religious when 
faced with dismissive, narrow minded reactions to my research from both religious and 
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LGBTQ individuals. This is an all too common reality for my participants, as lived experience, 
or to live in fear of that experience, at one end of a spectrum disappointing, even irritating. At 
the other, utterly exhausting and damaging. The stories in this thesis are difficult, surprising, 
heart-warming and hopeful. These are the stories of my participants, and they have entrusted 
me with them.  This is the power of stories. 
     Language, labels and definitions are integral to thinking about identity research. I have 
outlined above both the decisions and limitations in using labels of ‘LGBTQ’, ‘religion’ and 
‘faith’ in the research, but the necessity of self-determination is again a key reflexive point in 
research design (Wilcox, 2012). Further to this, I have also used the label ‘participant’ 
throughout the research. I felt this fosters a sense of a more dialogical relationship that I did 
not feel was reflected in ‘respondent’ or ‘interviewee’, which assume a more static and 
transactional tone. This in turn focused my attention on my own labels, and with issues of 
disclosure. I had made decisions before the interview to answer openly and honestly any 
questions my participants might have. The advert for my research was fairly neutral in regards 
to who I ‘am’ as a researcher. Inviting people to contact me before any process of disclosure 
on my behalf felt safer, and more succinct, in advertising for participants. This enabled 
questions about my own identity to be held in relatively secure and private ways. Self-disclose 
felt fair and right; if I expected my participants to share their stories with me, it was only right 
that I let them know who I am to an extent I thought and felt was appropriate and necessary.   
     Occasions where participants had questions about me as a researcher were raised at one of 
two points; either before the interview in the recruitment stage, or at the end of the interview, 
when I invited them to ask any further questions. Several participants, and two in particular 
(both social science academics, interestingly enough), asked not only for some clarity on my 
own self-identity, but why I was interested in this particular research area. There was a much 
stronger sense of being vetted, appropriately and understandably so, as someone who was on 
the ‘right side’, on ‘their side’ and could be entrusted with their stories. Everyone who asked 
me this agreed to take part once I disclosed relevant parts of my self-identity. The notion of 
me being ‘an insider’ at this point was absolutely of value in the research, and felt important 
for a sense of building trust. Some participants appeared surprised when, at the end of the 
interview, they asked me for a little more information about myself and I disclosed that I was 
not religious. This did not appear to be a cause for concern for them, but I did reflect as to 
whether it was important to be more up front about this, and in later interviews I made this 
clearer before or during our discussions.  
     As discussed earlier, conducting these interviews was my first time ‘in the field’, and my 
previous training and employment was key to my approach and relative ‘success’ in conducting 
the interviews sensitively and in building rapport with my participants. Mason (2002) advises 
that it is best to try and understand, and even embrace, the complexities of the interactions 
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between interviewer and interviewee, rather than assuming that these can be controlled, and 
I attended each interview with an open mind and fully charged audio recorder. In reflecting 
on my own position, physically and personally in the interviews, it felt important to maintain 
a sense of professionalism, but to remain approachable and for the interviews to be informal 
and conversational. I would describe my interview style as encouraging and affirmatory 
(Pezalla, Pettigrew and Miller-Day, 2012). I tried to limit my input as much as possible to 
foreground their responses. I was often nervous, and had to repeat or clarify questions, but my 
participants were always patient and open. I began each interview by thanking them for their 
time, and told them the process was informal, which seemed to settle us both. Taking the 
position of the ‘friendly stranger’ (Cotterill, 1992) felt helpful in embodying ‘the researcher’ in 
the interview process, but Neal, Henwood and Holland’s (2012) notion of ‘walking alongside’ 
my participants particularly resonated with me as they shared their lives, and I listened.  
     Longitudinal research more generally engenders reflexivity, not only for researchers, but 
also gives spaces for the participants to be reflexive (McLeod, 2003). For example, asking my 
participants “what else makes you who you are?” encouraged them to think about themselves 
holistically, broadly, to reflexively position themselves within and across the narratives they 
had just spoken, and not just to reduce themselves to their sexuality, gender or faith.  In 
answering they often talked about family, relationships and creative things that brought them 
joy and fulfilment. I felt this was a successful and rounded way to close the interview, and 
helped cement the important notion that people are not the negative things that happen to 
them. Further to this, ‘walking alongside’ resonated very much in the second interviews. Many 
participants experienced change, meeting milestones that helped inform who they were 
becoming; several were engaged or married, some were living with, or had met, new partners 
who were supporting their identities as LGBTQ women. Some had retired, become 
grandparents, moved house. I think the most striking thing I found after the second interview 
was how much happier some (but not all) of the participants were. Three participants, for 
example, were in much different places in their lives when we met 6 to 12 months later. It felt 
really warming to be able to go back to them, having built a rapport, and particularly having 
heard some of them disclose and share very difficult things that had happened to them in their 
lives, and to see how much further in their journeys they were. This was particularly pertinent 
for my participants who had progressed with their transitions. Two of my participants were so 
much more confident because they had spent this time being able to live much more openly as 
themselves. In researching something that is as personal and as difficult as this, it would be 
easy to reduce people to the negative and difficult parts of their stories – and only see them as 
that – especially when asking people to narrate such extensive periods of their life in which so 
much happens. This is, of course, something I have actively avoided, while not ignoring the 
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importance of these parts of their stories. This emphasises why positive stories of integration, 
transformation and growth are so integral to this field of research (Yip, 2018). 
    Wilcox (2012) discusses important issues between intimacy in the interview setting and 
questions of power, which she admits she continues to grapple with. Having participants feel 
comfortable, both of us having enjoyed the interview and their reports of the process feeling 
‘cathartic’, is personally and professionally rewarding. But this is not the same as affording 
power to participants. I enjoyed conducting the interviews, all of them felt ‘successful’, I felt I 
effectively built rapport, more with some than others. But even if the interview setting is 
positioned as dialogical, and assumes egalitarianism for both the interviewer and the 
interviewee, the very structure of an interview itself – conducted by ‘an expert’ and attended 
by ‘a respondent’ creates a hierarchical form of conversation where the monopoly of power is 
more readily afforded to the interviewer as they will interpret the conversation to their own 
ends (Anyan, 2013). I have challenged my own position as researcher through my use of 
narrative, attending to and valuing the subjective nature of the research, and reflecting as far 
as possible on my use of language, on my own knowledge – of which I am still learning, in 
foregrounding the experiences of my participants and in attending to my own story (Cotterill, 
1992; Etherington, 2004). But the question always remains as to whether, unless the research 
is fully participatory (in which we are all awarded and rewarded with qualifications, jobs, 
publications), semblances of power can be fully diminished.  
     LGBTQ people come forward to take part in research for a variety of reasons; there is often 
a sense of the cathartic, it gives individuals a chance to talk to a sympathetic expert, and their 
participation confirms a lived reality (Yip, 2008a). It is therefore misleading to assume that 
‘power’ presents and necessitates itself in the same way in every interview during the course 
of research. Participants also come forward with their own agendas, sometimes these can be 
acutely political, but in my experience, these reasons were about proliferating positive 
messages. A handful of my participants reported that they came forward because they wanted 
to make sure I heard positive stories. They were acutely, and reflexively, aware of the 
dominance of culturally circulating narratives that is it is not possible to be LGBTQ and 
religious. They wanted to tell their stories to change this narrative. They arguably felt a sense 
of opportunity, perhaps to enact a sense of power through their taking part in research. 
Further to this, the participants were keen to tell me things that were ‘useful’ to my research, 
were interested in the output and were glad they were able to help. The research process can 
also be empowering. For stories to be culturally significant, to effect change, to be personally 





In this chapter I have outlined my research process, highlighting my methodological 
considerations in line with my theoretical approach. I have introduced my participants and 
discussed the importance of self-definition to research of this nature. Further to this, I have 
outlined the benefits of using interviews alongside timelines and explored how QL research 
methods compliment and support my narrative approach. I have reflexively explored my use 
of narrative and my experiences as a researcher in the field. While there are numerous 
approaches in researching stories and lives, there is not one distinct method or template which 
is considered the gold standard. In keeping with my approach, I believe that conducting 
research is inherently contextual, and the reasons for doing so are central to this. This leaves 
huge potential for developing research methods as well as theories without feeling tied to a 
tradition from which you cannot waiver. The next chapter of this thesis is the first of four 





4. Synthesising comforts and conflicts   
 
4.1 Introduction 
The first analytical chapter of this thesis centres ‘positive stories’. These are stories in which 
LGBTQ women of faith live openly, in which they overcome and see past challenges often 
associated with living intersectional identities of sexuality, gender and religion. There are two 
significant, interlinking reasons for this focus. Firstly, this chapter contributes to increasing 
and necessary shifts away from a prevalence of stories based in conflict. Secondly, and in 
support of the first, several participants came forward with the expressed reason of telling 
their positive stories. They acknowledge the difficulties they have experienced, but situate a 
transformative sense of self as significant to belonging and acceptance. While it cannot be 
denied that there are difficulties of experience here, that the nature of this relationship is 
potentially conflicting, moving beyond assumptions that this is the only way this intersection 
is experienced allows research itself to be transformative (Yip and Nynäs, 2012). My 
participants felt telling their stories was vital to helping others who might be struggling, and 
as having the potential to impact broader social change. They wanted to challenge and dispel 
dominant narratives that it is not possible to be LGBTQ and religious. Their lived experience 
is testament to this possibility. 
     Twelve of my participants; Amy, Daisy, Farah, May, Nina, Quinn, Rosy, Teresa, Una, Verity 
and Zoe, are actively engaged with faith and live openly as LGBTQ women. Each, in their own 
way, represent a positive story. While their engagement with faith has shifted and altered 
across the course of their lives, highlighting the messiness and changeable nature of living 
religion, it is still central to their lives (McGuire, 2008). Equally, their journeys with sexuality 
and gender identities have developed and emerged in a myriad of ways. While their stories of 
belief and practises are varied, the importance and influence of their faith is central to their 
sense of self, their identities as LGBTQ women and their lived experience of their social world. 
Significantly, they also demonstrate the very social nature of religion and the creative 
relational processes in which faith is developed and experienced. These stories demonstrate 
the ways in which faith is weaved into everyday life (Ammerman, 2014).  
     In this chapter I explore the complex and diverse ways my participants emplot and narrate 
a self that is overcoming, is no longer, or has never been in conflict at the intersections of their 
sexuality, gender and religion. I centre the interrelational, and inherently social nature of this 
process, demonstrating how they engage the discordant nature of personal and public 
narratives (Somers and Gibson, 1994). I consider their identities and experiences as sites of 
concordance, synthesis and transformation in accordance with the theoretical processes 
outlined by Ricoeur, but also as informed by empirical research in this field. This chapter 
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explores three key ideas. First, I consider how my participants re-interpret the notion of 
‘conflict’, synthesising their experiences as beneficial and simultaneously external and 
integral. Second, I use narrative to explore the ways my participants engage with queering 
religious texts and institutional authority in order to access self-affirming hermeneutics. 
Finally I consider the importance of their relationship with God to their lived experiences.  
 
4.2 (Re)Interpreting conflict   
Several participants explain that they did not feel their sexuality and religion were in conflict. 
While each of them discussed events and episodes that could potentially be considered as 
conflicting, the ways in which they emplot and interpret these experiences give varying degrees 
of space or credence to it. This enables them to re-interpret conflict and narrate it as something 
other, or even as immaterial. My participants embrace and take control of how conflict is 
understood in their own stories, and in turn embed it within their narratives in ways that 
enables them to become unburdened by it. In this section, I explore their interpretations, 
which sees them narrate their experiences positively, drawing on stories of comfort, strength 
of faith and of ‘becoming’ themselves. I consider three interlinking points of synthesis: seeing 
discord as beneficial for personal and spiritual growth, locating conflicts externally and 
positioning faith as integral to who they are.  
 
4.2.1 Discord is beneficial for personal and spiritual growth. 
I begin by exploring how events and episodes which may be considered as conflicting are recast 
through narrative emplotment as beneficial, with discord or challenge instead providing 
opportunity for growth. Zoe is a lesbian, was raised in a Catholic family and her faith remains 
a central part of her life. I ask Zoe if she felt her sexuality was ever a conflict in her relationship 
with her faith: 
No. No, never. It’s funny, it’s never been an issue. I think maybe because quite early on 
I was kind of aware of the fact that the church had a lot of issues, but I kind of separated 
the fact that the church is a human institution and has its own problems, from the fact 
of my faith in God. That’s really helpful. I think when I was a bit younger, I did question 
quite a lot of things…  and I think it’s a kind of questioning your own faith and beliefs 
allows you to deepen it? Y’know rather than just going to church and saying whatever 
it is, that to me is kind of pointless. So I think I’ve always had quite a close relationship 
with God, I’ve never felt that that has been in jeopardy because of that at all.  Just sort 
of feel I am who I am and having that faith is great, because you kind of think, well 
God understands that better than anyone, you don’t have to explain that in any way. 
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So that was never a problem.  It’s just the fact that the church is so bloody slow to get 
with the programme ((laughs))11   
Zoe 
In her use of “It’s funny” I argue Zoe does not mean ‘humorous’, but instead ‘perplexing’, 
‘unusual’. In doing so, she acknowledges wider narratives that conflict might be expected here, 
but positions her own experience as subverting this notion. She is firm in her conviction, but 
reflexively considers how this might have come to be. Evident here are interweaving strategies 
for conflict management explored in previous research; Zoe recognises that the church is 
fallible, “a human institution”, and as a result she separates the authority of the church from 
her own faith (Yip, 2003a; Yip, 2005, Houghton and Tasker, 2019). However, she also layers 
in the benefits of “questioning”. Exploring points of discord have actually allowed her to 
deepen her faith. Furthermore, she lifts her experience of faith out of and away from the 
restrictions of doctrine and practise, which in turn, positions her closer to God, authenticating 
a faith that is not necessarily dependent on prayer or attendance, for example (Ammerman, 
2014). Through this, Zoe constructs a coherent and accepted sense of self; while she is aware 
of the narratives of conflict, she emplots her experiences of questioning in her youth as leading 
to and supporting concordance in her identity and in the eyes of God. The discordant nature 
of questioning is beneficial for her faith and her sense of self. 
     Verity also embraces challenge as beneficial to the development of faith and self. Verity 
grew up in a Christian family and remains engaged with religion across several areas of her 
life. In the following extracts Verity acknowledges the presence of conflicts between her faith 
and sexuality, but dismisses their significance (Fuist, 2017). She interweaves a tangible 
example of conflict here, having outlined an encounter in a church meeting in which a man 
expounded vitriolic opinions that gay people are “biblically unfounded” and should not be in 
church: 
So if I’m honest, I can’t say that the conflicts have been that great because I have just 
stepped over them. And just simply ignored them. Because, you are who you are. And 
I, once I realised that, there was no going back. 
 
So there are conflicts, but they’re not terribly great. And the comforts are much greater 
… So I have a very strong faith, I think. I mean, how do you know until it’s tested? I 
was brought up always knowing, even as a very small child, that God was beside me. 
I don’t feel any different now… There’s always a balance to be had. I could have run 
 
11 Transcript Key; 
• ((laughs)) = non-verbal cues and transcript amendments which maintain confidentiality 
• [additional info] =  clarifying context within a verbatim quotation  
• … = short sections of text cut, for brevity 
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screaming out of the church when that fella was nasty to me, and say ‘nobody likes me 
and I’m not gonna have it’. But I just thought, y’know, maybe it’s good for me to be 
challenged a bit. Maybe it’s good for me to see if I can maintain a warm relationship 
with someone who has different views from me… So his opinion on my personal life, 
which isn’t really his business, is something I can also manage. 
Verity – Interview 112 
Verity positions conflict as something to ignore or “step over”, instead foregrounding strength 
of and comfort in faith. Like Zoe, Verity emphasises the benefits of faith being “tested” in order 
to strengthen it, and emplots an event in which she is exposed to homophobia13 in a religious 
setting as a test of both faith and character. She acknowledges a sense of choice and “balance” 
in her own reactions to conflict. While this creates an opportunity for Verity, this 
interpersonal, direct experience of homophobia and discord is derived from within her 
community. Arguably, this incident is also beneficial for the personal and spiritual growth of 
others; this man was encouraged by another parishioner to apologise, and Verity maintains 
semblances of friendship with him. They both grow. Here the significance of attending to the 
relational nature of stories within religious experiences begins to emerge. From interpersonal 
discord comes benefits for self and community.  
     A further significant point in this extract is Verity’s statement: “Because, you are who you 
are. And I, once I realised that, there was no going back”. Emplotment configures a sense of 
self which appears inevitable, and this sense of ‘becoming’ is positioned as ‘realisation’ for 
Verity (Lawler, 2014). She narrates a strong sense of self and faith throughout our interview. 
There are two key narrative episodes contained in Verity’s life story which support her in 
achieving this realisation and strength of self: first in making a choice between sexuality and 
religion, and second meeting her partner. Verity realised that she was gay in her late teens, but 
at the same point in her life, was also interested in increasing her engagement with faith. This 
was an important turning point in her life, and a choice was necessitated as, at the time, her 
understanding within her lived, social context meant that being both gay and Christian were 
not possible:  
So I suppose I had a choice, but it didn’t seem like much choice. I was really destined to 
be in the church bit, so I joined [the chaplaincy group] and I didn’t have any 
relationships through college. 
Verity – Interview 1 
 
12 Multiple interviews with one participant are numbered. No numbers are given if a single interview was conducted. 
13 For brevity, I use ‘homophobia’ and ‘transphobia’ as encompassing experiences related to discrimination, 
prejudice or marginalisation in relation to sexuality or gender-divergence respectively. I appreciate these terms 
may marginalising in themselves (for example, biphobia as a specific experience of discrimination) but a thorough 
analysis is not in the scope of this research. 
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The notion of ‘destiny’ here is interesting. Previously, Verity positioned faith as ever present 
throughout her life, interweaving this across time to emphasise its permeance. God has 
“always” been with her and that has not wavered, He continues to guide her. Narratively, the 
‘chaplaincy choice’ propels Verity down a path in which she avoids exploring her sexuality at 
the behest of her religious identity. This could, again, easily be interpreted as a point of conflict 
at the intersection of her emerging sexual identity and her established religious one. But at no 
point does Verity label it so, and attending to the nuance of social context here is crucial for 
moving beyond understandings based simply in conflict (Avishai, 2020). Creative use of 
emplotment is central to Verity narrating both a strong sense of self and faith. She wonders 
elsewhere in our interview if her happiness in later life is “down to the fact that I actually had 
to work out who I was with myself” in her youth. This sense of realisation is processual, and 
she values the time she took to do this. But, contrary to this, she does not do this alone, and 
the relational becomes intimately significant later in her life (Somers and Gibson, 1994; 
Williams, 2000). Destiny and inevitability are also implied in the following two extracts when 
Verity meets her partner several years later:  
I joined a local choir. And on the second week I turned round… and I just saw a woman 
there that I just thought that’s my partner, that’s my person. 
 
Having her really enabled me to feel that was so right, that whatever anyone else said 
about it being wrong was clearly nonsense. 
Verity – Interview 1 
The transformative nature of the feelings Verity had for her partner then – Verity was in her 
late 20s when they met and they remain together now - enabled Verity to make sense of self 
as emerging within wider narratives that being gay and religious was not possible. This is a 
central point of emplotment in Verity’s narrative, and ‘realisations’ underpin the strength of 
her ability to “step over” and “ignore” conflict. While she was destined for the “church bit” in 
her youth and made a choice then, her relationship gave her affirmation, and this was more 
significant than broader homophobic narratives. This point of synthesis in the integration of 
her sexuality and her faith was the start of being able to live openly. Having realised she was 
gay in her teens, Verity did not live openly in all areas of her life until she was “nearly 40”. 
Verity has arguably “lived [a] contradiction” (O’Brien 2004: 180), but she interprets and lives 
a narrative which enables the strength of conviction that her story is positive. Verity explained 
that she took part for this very reason, because “I thought you might not come across a lot of 
people who are happy and comfortable". Verity locates the strength of her faith in her 
relationship with God, and significantly, a sense of synthesis in terms of self-acceptance, 
realising, “you are who you are” gave her no reason to “look back”. 
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     Both Zoe and Verity make distinct statements about self which are underpinned by 
reflexively and concordantly interpreting the challenges they faced as beneficial. Their 
experiences are embedded in the relational, they are mediated by and through institutions and 
other social actors. Furthermore, they demonstrate the intricate and complex interplay 
between the negative, publicly circulating narratives that this is not possible and their 
ontological narratives of non-conflict (Somers and Gibson, 1994). They see the benefit of these 
challenges, and in turn this underpins an accepted sense of self in their present.  
 
4.2.2 Locating conflicts externally 
A second interlinking interpretation positions conflict as external. The notion of conflict – as 
lived experience - is imposed on them by others. It is located in broader religious and social 
narratives of homophobia and transphobia, it may also be located in their communities, in 
their individual interactions (Somers and Gibson, 1994; Fuist, 2017). But it is external to their 
narrated sense of self, as LGBTQ women of faith. This distinction is paramount to telling of 
lived experiences in which their faith is not in conflict with their sexuality. Verity eruditely 
reinforces this point:    
I think if it’s a conflict, it’s not my conflict, it’s someone else’s.  
Verity – Interview 1 
The ‘someone else’, the social other, takes multiple forms at individual, community and 
institutional levels (Jackson, 2010), demonstrated in Verity’s account of the homophobic 
parishioner and Zoe’s critique of the church as an institution. We become and understand 
ourselves in relation to our experiences - directly and indirectly - and absorb and integrate 
values, norms and scripts based on narratives and interactions that are often not of our own 
devising (Ricoeur, 1994). Challenging these narratives that it is not possible to be ‘who they 
are’ are therefore ‘done’ in social settings. The ‘other’ is ever present, acceptance and rejection 
is socially mediated. Zoe emphasises this: 
For me, I know there was nothing wrong with me. I think for me it’s always been much 
more about societal issues, so about things like visibility…  
 
… The irritating thing is that’s fine in my own mind, it’s just that other people don’t 
share that view very much. So erm, it’s kind of irritating getting people saying, ‘well 
you can’t be a gay Catholic, that doesn’t work’, or y’know, ‘those things are just 




While Zoe accepts herself as both gay and Catholic, the biggest problem she faces is from 
others. She presents their arguments as constituting diametric opposites, which oversimplifies 
and attempts to nullify the possibility of her existence. For Zoe, who has benefitted from the 
challenges these narratives bring, these arguments are diminished as “irritating” because she 
“knows” there is nothing “wrong” with her. The conflict is external. There are important 
elements of reflexivity here, as suggested through the ways in which they turned back 
experience and saw the self as positioned in light of the attitude of others (Mead, 1972 [1934]; 
Jackson, 2010). The relational is still highly significant in identity making, even when those 
reflection may contain rejection or conflicting narratives. Significantly, and in tandem with 
Zoe’s continued learning over time, her rejection of these negative attitudes is significantly 
interweaved with a self-affirming hermeneutics that came from Zoe’s experiences of 
questioning in her youth (Yip, 2005; Houghton and Tasker, 2019).  Again, the telling of these 
stories are testament to the falsehood of these dominant narratives, and this telling is vital to 
changing “societal issues”. Visibility is imperative to challenging ideas and in creating 
accepting personal and social narratives (Plummer, 1995). But engaging and accepting that 
conflict, even when external, still is not easy. Living in the face of these narratives is, of course, 
extremely difficult and often damaging (Barton, 2010). Re—interpreting conflict, then, is not 
static, it is temporally mediated, socially contextual and relationally embedded.  
     Theresa’s story helps explore this further. Theresa grew up and was actively involved in a 
church community but spent 10 years away from both church and faith, for a variety of 
interlinking reasons. Theresa’s sexuality was not necessarily a reason for her leaving, she had 
not yet considered that she might be gay. However, her return is intrinsically tied to her 
emerging gay identity, which she begins to interweave with an accepting religious one (Wilcox, 
2009). Theresa describes having an “epiphany in a counselling session”, in which she first 
voiced and realised she is a lesbian. Narratively significant, this is emplotted as a “turning 
point”, “…a whole load of bits coming together”. As she explored her emerging gay identity, 
personally and socially, she began to reflect on other areas of her life, notably, how she missed 
the sense of “nurturing” faith and church community can bring. Significantly, Theresa actively 
sought and began attending a new church that is openly inclusive. She does this alongside and 
with support from her partner. The socio-temporal context of her return is significant, 
inclusive church spaces are more visible and accessible than 10 years hence (Cuthbert and 
Taylor, 2019), and Theresa was able to seek out spaces and resources to help them as an 
LGBTQ religious couple (Fuist, 2017). But the dominance of homonegative church narratives 
still resonates, and Theresa reflects on these narratives as she reorients herself as an LGBTQ 
woman of faith:   
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I think I didn’t just wanna be one of those people – you know there are a lot of people 
who have a faith who are LGBT and just find that they can’t reconcile and I thought 
well I don’t want that. Coz I spent 10 years out of the church, just being really angry 
about everything, nothing and everything, and when I found my way back to the 
church it was really nurturing for me and was kind of the beginning of what my faith 
looks like now. And I just felt that I don’t wanna be one of those people. And I do think 
it’s fine for people to do that, but sometimes there are battles that maybe you just don’t 
wanna fight? And you spend all your time fighting to find out what your identity is and 
who you are, and you discover it and there’s all these people who you thought were on 
your side but are now against you. You can see why people don’t want to stand up and 
kind of be counted. But I was thinking that I don’t want to be that. 
Theresa  
Theresa is aware of and empathetic to the discordant and conflicting nature of wider narratives 
and experiences of non-acceptance and reconciliation, but having discovered herself, is keen 
to ensure she is able to “stand up” and “be counted” as an LGBTQ woman of faith. She has 
already experienced life outside of faith, and interestingly the returning sense of nurture 
marks a new beginnings in her narrative. Her use of combative language - “battle” and “fight” 
- shows that she is aware of the conflicts that are present at this intersection. But the way she 
positions ‘others’ embeds ‘them’ as the source of conflict in the form of rejection of your newly 
discovered self, but also a sense of disappointment that this comes from people “you thought 
were on your side”. While Theresa can locate this conflict externally, processes of question and 
challenge remain located in her present, as ongoing in comparison to the surety of Zoe and 
Verity:  
Theresa: Er, I think the hardest things was just really just again having that self-talk 
and being like, is this really ok? Like, because if it’s not ok, it actually challenges 
everything I believe in about God.  
CJT: And when you say, ‘if it’s not ok’, do you mean for you? 
Theresa: Yeah well, I guess in a wide sense as well. But I truly believe that God is love. 
That is for me, the pinnacle, that’s what it rests on. God loves unconditionally and 
there’s nothing that we can do that’s good or bad that can change the way that he feels. 
That is grace, right? So erm, but I still kind of go ‘is this ok?’ Am I just listing texts that 
people, or interpreting other people’s teachings so it makes it ok for me? Or was this 
actually ok? And in a way it’s made my faith more simple coz I just have to strip it back 
to the very core of like, the gospel gives news to everybody, and if it isn’t good news for 




The challenge for Theresa comes in utilising her new accepting resources – of interpretations 
and texts as an example - alongside her awareness of narratives to the contrary. In order to 
relocate and trust her own authority she reflexively engages “self-talk”. Contrapuntally, the 
voices in this extract underpin this dialogically; as she shifts between notions of what I have 
labelled as ‘self-permission’ and ‘return’ (Gilligan et al, 2006). She is accepted into a 
community, is involved, and attends with her female partner. How she manages this is again 
making her faith more straightforward, she has to cut out the noise of those external, negative 
messages understand that God loves everyone. Her understanding and interpretation of that 
is based on acceptance. She tells me “I feel like I’m not in conflict”, but considers, on reflection 
that it might be present, and she reframes saying; “But I guess maybe I just learnt to navigate 
them as though they are not conflicts”. The process of acceptance of both herself, and in turn 
the rejection of negative public narratives is processual, contextual and relational.  
 
4.2.3 Faith is enduring and integral  
The final approach sees my participants position their faith as internalised, permanent and 
enduring. I turn to Farah’s story to explore this further. Farah was my only Muslim participant, 
and I am sensitive to the social and cultural nuances of her story. However, similarities of 
experience within Abrahamic religious approaches, particularly to the management of non-
heterosexual identities, resonate across her story and have been engaged in previous 
multifaith research (Yip 2005). Farah’s story highlights the importance of the social, cultural 
and temporal when considering identity, and how this can be lived in conjunction with the 
enduring nature of faith, particularly in the face of conflict. Farah’s story sees her return to her 
faith after a period of nonengagement. Farah grew up in a Muslim family, but disconnected 
with her faith when she started to discover her sexuality. What is clear, is the centrality of faith 
to her narrative. Even as she initiated distancing, her faith was never ‘gone’:  
 
But then growing up, and my faith has always been strong, it’s just that when I got to 
a certain age and I was thinking about my sexuality erm, I just thought that I had to 
divorce myself from the faith. My understanding was that it’s perceived to be wrong 
and erm, there was this verse and that verse, and this narration and that narration 
that people were quoting… So, I sort of let go of, I’m ashamed to say it, of all of my 
faith. But the thing is I still had the belief in God and I always still had the belief in the 
Prophet. So that was still there, but I was like, oh no, if I’m gonna go to hell I might as 
well go for it, sort of thing ((laughs))… That’s when I separated myself off from the 
religion… And that meant, for me what that meant was that I stopped praying, stopped 
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reading the Qur’an, stopped fasting. I started drinking and started smoking and yeah, 
going out to parties and things like that. 
Farah  
Strategies of compartmentalisation are common across LGBTQ Muslim experiences in 
managing tensions which are rooted in the intrinsically cultural and social nature of faith life 
(Shannahan 2009, Siraj 2016). The repression of one part of identity – often mediated 
depending on space, place and context – is linked to the theological and scholarly argument 
that Islam permeates and offer guidance though all areas of life, and is more than a religion 
(Yip 2003b).  Interestingly, while Farah moved away from religious practice and began 
engaging with ‘un-Islamic’ activities, she laughs as she says she purposefully took things to 
extremes because she was “gonna go to hell”. This is significant because it underpins the 
enduring and internalised nature of Farah’s faith to her life journey. She always had belief, 
even if she chose to engage in behaviours that would not normally be socially or culturally 
‘acceptable’. Farah is less ardent in denying or diminishing elements of conflict  in her story, 
in comparison with Verity and Zoe, for example. However, what is important about Farah’s 
narrative, like Theresa’s, is her reconnection. It is significant that from the position of the 
present, Farah emplots the endurance of her faith through these difficult times, which is 
paramount in helping her return to it. She says: 
 …I never didn’t believe in Islam. I never didn’t believe in all the values that it taught, I 
just felt like I had to, I felt like the faith didn’t want me sort of thing. 
Farah  
The emplotment of enduring faith values are intertwined in her narrative with the 
interrelational; both help her return to religious practice she previously felt she must abandon. 
Farah connected with an LGBTQ Muslim faith group, where she met others who understood 
her story, including her (now ex) partner. As highlighted by Siraj (2012), these groups are 
paramount in developing self-acceptance because they enable LGBTQ Muslims to meet those 
who share experiences and spiritual world views. Farah emplots this as significant; it was a 
“big part of me reconnecting with my faith”. I argue her use of “reconnecting” resembles the 
permanence of her faith. For example, she describes how she chose to return to fasting during 
Ramadan, and her partner helped her remember the five daily prayers. The fact that they did 
this together was important: “Although I could have [remembered them] using the internet, 
but this feels better”. She says it helped that her partner experienced a “similar journey”, that 
they were able to do this together. Farah’s reconnection with her enduring faith is relational 
and intrinsically social.  Sharing experiences with others, vividly and creatively, is central to 
lived religion in experience and analysis (McGuire, 2008). As Farah does this, she returns to 
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a more accepting understanding of the religion she loves. She summarises this experience by 
saying “… it’s just been really nice to have my faith back.” But again, like Theresa, we see the 
processual nature of this experience over time. This again is all relatively new for Farah, and 
in the extract below, she reflexively engages with discord, beginning to find an increasing sense 
of acceptance: 
I’m not sure that I would use the word reconcile. I think there’s just an acceptance that 
I am gay, and y’know, there’s a few different interpretations of these verses, and I 
acknowledge that I’m just going with my gut. I know that I love God and I believe in 
him and the Prophet but I also know that I’m gay. And I’m cool with that and I love my 
religion. I’m not sure that I have in my head sort of made the decision that this is fine, 
I’m more accepting of both and just going with my gut basically 
Farah 
Riessman (1993), using an example of a medical examination, demonstrates the ways in which 
the self can be embodied in stories. Reorientation of physical location can be paramount, 
particularly when the self is being, or feels, disembodied. As Farah returns to very embodied 
religious practises, for example of praying and fasting which bring her closer to her faith again, 
she also engages metaphors of the embodied; she goes “with her gut”, even when she is not 
sure in her head.  
     In considering the embodied nature of self and identity, I close this section with a fervent 
point made by Verity:  
I partly see that [faith] was born in to me in the same way that being gay was born in 
to me  
Verity – Interview 1 
Significant here is the way internalised, essentialist notions of faith, sexuality and gender are 
lived and emplotted, highlighting how this approach is indicative of the ways “quasi-
essentialist” categories are utilised in order to gain recognition, to challenge rejection and 
marginalisation (Calhoun, 1994). As Lawler warns, we cannot ignore the very powerful 
expressions of “fixity” while recognising the social and inherently unstable nature of identity 
(Lawler, 2014). So while I do not deny that this is how Verity, and others, express and 
understand their identity, my argument is that they emplot this embodiment in order to openly 
live their lives, and this helps them live comfortably as LGBTQ religious woman. Significantly, 
Verity does this with both her sexuality and her faith. If Verity’s faith, like her sexuality, are 
“born in to” her, are natural, given, her existence as an LGBTQ woman of faith cannot be 
denied her. This compliments the ‘ontogeneric argument’ – that God created her this way, 
both parts of herself are blessed and accepted by God (Yip, 2003b, Houghton and Tasker, 
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2019). In utilising narrative here, I demonstrate how Verity’s achievement of this fixed sense 
of self has been embodied. It shows how a sense of discord can be accounted for through the 
understanding of faith and sexuality as ‘integral’, ‘given’, and significantly, how this 
understanding has emerged across her life course. Verity uses this argument to justify her self-
acceptance, but also again inherently supports her non conflict narrative.  
     In this first section I have explored the ways in which participants emplot interpretations 
of conflict that enable them to narrate stories which see them overcome, minimise or eschew 
publicly circulating narratives, which centre conflict at the intersection of faith and sexuality. 
They control how conflict is understood as experienced in their own stories, and which enables 
them to narrate, understand and live comfortably and openly as LGBTQ women of faith. It is 
important to note, however, that these are complex and processual approaches, which are not 
static or arguably ever ‘complete’, much like identity itself. 
 
4.3 Queering theologies and narrative lives 
As discussed in chapter 2, significant work has explored the ways in which gay and lesbian 
Christians subvert and trouble traditional teachings in order to make space for and justify the 
existence and acceptance of LGBT people (Yip, 2005; Siraj, 2016; Greenough, 2019). My 
participants have effectively engaged some of these processes to help understand and accept 
their identities as LGBTQ religious women, and I do not wish to re-cover expertly established 
ground here. Instead I explore the ways in which my participants narratively embed processes 
of queering theologies in their lived religious experiences and how this is central to developing 
an accepted sense of self. Greenough’s (2019) work highlights the powerful use of storytelling 
in producing queer theologies through individual experiences. His concept of ‘undoing’ 
explores the ways in which people renegotiate traditional theology and their own faith. He 
outlines 5 key outcomes: “(i) stories are transformative because they are relational; (ii) stories 
can help individuals make sense of their lives; (iii) stories are messy; (iv) stories disrupt the 
binary between material and divine; (v) stories have the potential to mark and queer 
heterosexuality” (2019: 132). Particularly pertinent here, and in support of my own analysis, 
are his arguments that stories are transformative because they are relational, and that stories 
help individuals makes sense of their lives. I endeavour here to develop these ideas using my 
own narrative approach. I use the term ‘queering’ to demonstrate that this is an ongoing and 
dynamic process, and my participants do not engage or utilise theological capital in the same 
ways across their narratives. Furthermore, I found my participants do not seek to completely 
disrupt and re-cast the texts nor institutional authority, but do disrupt these structures and 
texts enough to make space for acceptance (Yip 2005). 
     This section focuses on my Christian participants and processes of queering in relation to 
the bible and the church. While there are similarities across participants who engage with 
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other Abrahamic religions, I aim to avoid instilling arrogant or naïve assumptions that their 
theological trajectories would mirror those of my Christian participants (Yip 2010). In this 
section, I consider how processes of queering theology emerge and are told in their narratives, 
arguing that, as outlined above, two fundamental, and interweaving social elements are 
present: transformation and relationality. Awareness of alternative interpretations and 
understandings are transformative in helping them understand and live their identities as 
LGBTQ women of faith. The relational nature of storytelling is paramount to this 
hermeneutical transformation, but crucially empowers them both within and beyond 
individual self-identity. My participants give back to religious and LGBTQ communities to 
help empower others. It is here that cyclical stories of transformation and growth are found. 
 
4.3.1 Critiques, hypocrisy and “smack[ing] ‘em with books and theories” 
My participants most often engaged what Yip (2005) has defined as ‘defensive’ and ‘offensive’ 
strategies of combatting homonegativity within both texts and institutions. Interestingly, the 
importance of The Bible itself to their lived experiences of religion was somewhat minimal. In 
the interviews my participants did not often deconstruct extensive textual passages, and at no 
point did anyone reach for a bible. They talked generally about a body of scripture and 
associated discourse they had encountered. Understanding the origins of homonegative 
arguments alongside appropriate counter arguments helped them in engaging accepting 
theological interpretations and justification for self as LGBTQ women of faith. Significantly, 
they do this while incorporating broader circulating narratives on the acceptance of LGBTQ 
people in society. Una, who was raised in a Christian family and continues to be involved with 
faith, engages with the theological in tangent with essentialist discourse on sexuality. She talks 
about discussing problematic translations with a friend, a liberal Jewish rabbi:  
…the one bible verse they, everyone, hangs on to in the Old Testament, he says when 
you directly translate it from Hebrew, it means ‘not by choice’. So lying with another 
man not by choice, is a sin. When it’s something you can’t control, it’s not a sin…  I don’t 
choose to be gay, so therefore, yeah. 
Una – Interview 2 
In this extract, Una weaves complex sociological, theological and historical arguments. Her 
sexuality is innate, not something she chooses. As previously explored, quasi-essentialist 
views, particularly on sexuality, have historically enabled and supported arguments for the 
existence for LGBTQ people, and is very powerful as a lived identity (Calhoun, 1994; Weeks, 
2010). Una layers these quasi-essentialist arguments into accepting theological hermeneutics. 
Engaging with both points in discourse helps support her sense of self, and also assuages 
potential sites of conflict. This occurs alongside a diminishment of the importance of The Bible 
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to Una’s faith, as her lived experience of religion shifts and changes over time. Practise and 
scripture play less important parts, she says “on a day-to-day basis I’m not really praying or 
reading the bible or anything like that”. She talks about faith being in her “attitude”, ensuring 
when using the label of ‘Christian’ she is “putting out a good presentation of what I think that 
means”, such as “respect” for and “harmony” with others and “treat people the way I’d like to 
be treated”. Una’s faith is located and enacted in her everyday life, in a religious conscious that 
is influenced but not dominated by structure and rule (Ammerman 2014), and one in which 
homophobic narratives actually have little impact.  
     The church itself comes in for much criticism, echoing Zoe’s earlier points on hypocrisy and 
a frustrating slowness to change. In instances where participants had been directly negatively 
affected by a church organisation, acceptance of the fallibility of the church actually 
strengthened and foregrounded the positive and comforting aspects of faith. This is made 
possible by their transcendence of the structural dominance of the church (Yip 2010). Rosie is 
an Evangelical Christian and has experienced many difficulties in finding an Evangelical 
church in which she could be open about her sexuality. She was, for example, forced to leave a 
church she attended with a previous partner because they were open about their relationship. 
I asked Rosie whether these experiences changed her feelings towards her faith. She is now 
clear (but I return to this later) in where the difficulties lie, but also in what she values:  
It changes my feelings towards the church as an institution. But not towards the faith 
and the God I believe in. At all. I don’t think it’s God getting it wrong, it’s humans.   
Rosie – Interview 2 
In light of new-found understanding that the church could indeed be wrong, and the 
alternative interpretations of the texts exist, several participants became heavily engaged with 
theology as a personal and even educational pursuit. Turning to the books and arguments 
themselves was empowering. It helped legitimise the hermeneutical shift of authority to self 
(Yip, 2005; Greenough, 2019) beyond faith as a practice or belief. It simultaneously supported 
an emerging, accepted sense of self and in some cases also bore institutional validity which 
served to strengthen and confirm that authority.  
     May provides a further example. May struggled with reconciling her religion with her 
sexuality in her youth. She discusses the influence of broader religious and societal narratives 
of “total negativity, in church, media, whatever”, also saying “around unsupportive Christians, 
you get told all this crap about ‘God hates gays’”. But when she began to look at the texts and 
interpretations herself, she realised that negative messages were not the only option. She felt 
encouraged to engage extensively in learning and eventually returned to university to study 
theology. She now runs a blog and has self-published books on the topic. The legitimisation of 
her knowledge is important to making space for both her and for others:  
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And now I’ve actually got a theology degree, I can y’know, smack em with the books 
and the theories and, ‘people said this’ or ‘we’ve only got this theory coz of so and so’. 
What I understood, that had been total rubbish. I can now argue more intellectually 
that it’s complete rubbish. 
May – Interview 1 
Even more ‘formally’, institutionally speaking, Nina who is a Methodist minister emphasises 
how engaging in textual criticism and application of the bible served to strengthen her 
understanding of her own faith. She talks about questioning her faith as a teenager, a process 
she argues is typical, but one in which she very much benefited from. She emplots processes 
of questioning and learning as vital to her decision to commit, formally, to a religious life. She 
says that it was theological college where her faith changed the most extensively, because she 
was given permission to ask questions:   
And it was actually a relief to be able to go to the biblical material and you can ask 
questions like ‘who did Cain marry?’ And actually discovered it’s not that sort of story. 
These theological stories, they tell you how the world is, it’s not a history book. And 
actually it opened up the bible to me in a way that made it much more real. Much more 
believable, much more solid, if that makes sense, as a basis. 
Nina – Interview 1 
These three approaches - the diminishing importance of the bible, acknowledging hypocrisy 
and human fallibility in the church and self-directed learning as a form of theological 
empowerment - ripple throughout my participants’ stories. There are important links here 
with Wilcox’s (2009) arguments on the ways LGBTQ women increasingly engage changeable, 
and messy notions of religion, positioning it as ‘sought’ and ‘negotiated’. While my participants 
do this while remaining more firmly within structures of Christian theology, they also engage 
Greenough’s (2019) process of ‘undoing’ this theology. Significantly, and as he argues, they do 
this in light of their lived experiences which, like identities, change and shift over time, 
attributing an important sense of the temporal to the theological. Crucially, this is narratively 
interweaved, helping them make sense of their identities as LGBTQ religious women. In 
keeping with Greenough’s ideas, I now turn to the transformative potential of these 
approaches.      
 
4.3.2 Self, synthesis and transformation 
An effective way to explore the transformative nature of learning and engaging with sexuality 
affirming hermeneutics is to consider how it is experienced across time. Here I turn to Rosie’s 
story in more detail. Discord created by homonegative teachings coupled with a process of 
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temporal synthesis in overcoming is very much present (Ricoeur, 1992a). Rosie grew up in the 
Dutch United Reformed Church in South Africa, but later converted to what she describes as 
fundamentalist, Evangelical Christianity. She remains attached to the Evangelical church, 
even after having been asked to leave more than one because of her sexuality. Rosie 
experienced a transformative journey of learning, but particularly important was her 
unlearning some of the very fundamentalist elements of her faith, particularly surrounding 
her own stringent observance of biblical teachings on homosexuality:  
CJT: So, how does your own faith sit with ideas of homosexuality in the bible then? You 
said before, marriage should just be with a man and a woman, but you don’t 
necessarily think that anymore? 
Rosie: That was very difficult. When I started thinking I might be gay I looked at all 
the verses that get flung at us all the time, and y’know out of context. I mean I had a 
list of them basically, ready to use, and I was playing devil’s advocate a lot. When 
anyone was saying to me ‘I don’t think it’s really like that’ I’d say ‘oh no but it says, it’s 
here in the bible and I’m going to hell for this, but I don’t know how I’m going to change 
myself’. And I think now I’ve learnt that there have been mistranslations, things have 
been used out of context, things have been used in such a damaging way towards gay 
people. And I don’t believe any more that I am condemned for my sexuality. I don’t. 
Rosie - Interview 1 
Rosie embraced, defended and lived narratives that homosexuality is wrong and applied the 
negative consequences of this to herself directly. Research suggests that many LGBTQ people 
exposed to homophobic religious rhetoric experience feelings of shame and guilt which are 
associated with, as Rosie describes, internalised homophobia - directing negative and 
homophobic societal attitudes towards oneself. This has extensive negative effects on the 
emotional and physical wellbeing of LGBTQ religious people (Barnes and Meyer, 2012; Beagan 
and Hattie, 2015). Here, Rosie reflects on how her past interpretation of her ontological 
narrative (Somers and Gibson, 1994) quite firmly situated her as “going to hell”. It is hard to 
imagine how difficult it might be to knowingly live this as an Evangelical Christian. Rosie 
reflects experiences explored in Barton’s (2010) research on fundamental Christianity in the 
US when she says that, as a fundamentalist “you just take everything for the truth, that you are 
taught”, she describes this as “very black and white”, saying “you just have to swallow it as the 
truth”. The strength of these homophobic narratives are synthesised as forming an intrinsic 
part of her self-understanding. They enforce a very negative and damaging notion of her 
identity, which she defends and believes, even in the face of alternative interpretations. As a 
result, and in contrast to previous research that people are compelled to ‘choose’ in the face of 
cognitive dissonance between their faith and LGBTQ identity (Meladze and Brown, 2015), 
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Rosie openly lived both parts of her life as a fundamental Christian and a lesbian. But she did 
so under the strength of conviction (in both senses) that she was condemned to hell. Even 
when approached with accepting interpretations, Rosie could not, at this point, accept or 
engage them. In a contrast to the relocation of faith authority to herself, Rosie accepted and 
lived her own damnation because of the word of the bible and the church. In the face of 
discordant ontological narratives, people act on and exist in frameworks that are 
contradictory, partial or fragmented (Somers and Gibson, 1994). The idea of being unable to 
“change myself” is an intense and difficult site of discord in her lived experience of sexuality 
and of religion. The very powerful, damaging nature of these narratives is palpable.   
     However, key points of emplotment in Rosie’s story harbour profound processes of 
synthesis and transformation which understandings of both her own narrative, and of 
culturally embedded ones she has embraced, are challenged as she engages new, accepting 
social relations (Ricoeur, 1992a). One, a serendipitous “God orchestrated moment” in which a 
church both accepts and helps her, I return to later. Here I focus on Rosie meeting her wife, in 
order to demonstrate important arguments on the transformative and relational nature of 
embracing queering theologies and narrative (Greenough, 2019). Rosie met her wife in an 
online art group and they bonded over faith. Rosie says, “from the very beginning that was the 
basis of our relationship, we shared the same faith”. However, her wife did not share Rosie’s 
fundamentalist views, and began to introduce her to new ideas. One conversation is marked 
as a clear point of synthesis in her story, when they begin to discuss marriage. Rosie is initially 
insistent that marriage should only be between a man and a woman. Rosie describes the 
conversation: 
And we had this whole, basically all through the night kind of very difficult 
conversation, faith struggle really. And I came out of it completely convinced that I can 
((strong emphasis)) also be married and it’s not just for a man and a woman, it’s not 
against God’s will and yes we will be blessed.  
Rosie – Interview 1 
The relational nature of this story is clear; the love and acceptance of another gay Christian 
gave Rosie permission and support to question her fundamentalism using processes of 
queering her theological understanding. ‘Undoing’ such entrenched and damaging 
interpretations was of course difficult (Greenough, 2019), but was made possible by her wife. 
While Rosie emplots this conversation as integral, embracing new-found queer theologies 
takes time, the temporal is important when we “make and unmake” such fundamental parts 
of ourselves (Ricoeur, 1986: 246).  I return to this in our second interview, and Rosie says she 
has “90% peace” but it still “niggles at the back of her head” whether this is really God’s will 
for her. This is an ongoing process:   
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Yeah, I think I’ve realised – and verbalised this in the last few days actually – that most 
people who have a rule book, like The Bible or The Quran or whatever it is that they 
follow, we are human. And we kind of pick and choose the things that we know we can 
manage, and we say to the rest, ‘not sure about that’. We can’t actually get everything 
right, it’s impossible. And I think we all we break certain things that we believe are 
rules, but we know there’s no way around it so we kind of forgive ourselves for it. I 
guess. So fundamentalism, I think, is about it’s only black or white. And I think even in 
the last six months, a bit of extra maturity has come to me to say well some things are 
actually grey. 
Rosie, Interview 2 
Acknowledging the “grey” is something Rosie is still learning to do and highlights the 
processual nature both of lived experiences of faith, and the difficulties of challenging the 
entrenched nature of homonegativity within fundamentalist frameworks (Barton, 2010). She 
needs support and guidance to do this, and to be encouraged to let go of the “rules” of religion 
in order to develop self-understanding that is not based in condemnation. This necessitates 
relationality.  Rosie is actively working through process of queering theologies in a number of 
ways, which open up not only an acceptance of self, but of others around her too. Here she 
uses plural pronouns, situating herself with others, no longer isolated and damned. The telling 
of this story has helped Rosie reflect on what she has learned and how it can help her make 
sense of her life. She tells me that, encouraged by her reflective processes in taking part in the 
interviews, she has written a semi-autobiographical book of her experiences, a testament to 
the power of storytelling. In learning to negotiate the more traditional boundaries of theology, 
Rosie begins to undo and unlearn very ingrained and damaging messages about herself.  This 
process is paramount to her developing and growing, and she reflects on doing this across the 
telling of her story (Greenough, 2019).  
 
4.3.3 Giving back and cyclical relationality 
Finally, I consider how new-found queer hermeneutical understanding and knowledge is used 
in ways that go beyond the individual: to give back, to engage and support others. These 
‘others’, both tangible and hypothetical, are like them, and the sense of a shared story is 
important (Plummer, 1995). While having benefitted from an increased sense of reflexivity 
enabling them to shift authority away, but not completely unmoored from texts and 
institutions, my participants work to provide two things. First, representation. They show that 
it is possible to be LGBTQ and religious and their existence in the face of negative public 
narrative is testament to that, paramount to the liberating necessity of visibility to coming out 
stories more broadly, but particularly amongst the marginalised (Plummer, 1995). Second, 
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they engage a sense of what I call ‘protective encouragement’. Their experiences across time 
gives them an embedded and longstanding empathy and understanding of conflict that may 
arise, and sharing their stories might help others avoid the same pain. Several participants 
actively engage in giving back their knowledge and empowerment to others, to the community, 
and in doing so emphasise the cyclical nature of relationality here.   
    Amy is a Catholic trans woman, who struggled to reconcile her faith and gender identity. 
Amy became actively involved with a support organisation for trans Christians, describing 
them as “hugely important” because they “helped me to understand that you could be a good 
Christian and trans in a way that I’d struggled with before”. Amy remains a committed, 
practicing Catholic, and throughout her transition remained actively involved within her 
congregation. Amy is mortified at the behaviour of both the Catholic and Anglican churches 
towards LGBTQ people, most significantly because it denies them opportunities to engage 
with God and faith: 
And you can kind of understand it [LGBTQ people avoiding religion], because of the 
hostility of most of the churches. They turn people not just from the church, but from 
God, frankly. Y’know, it’s appalling that they do that! I just don’t understand how they 
can. But you have to recognise, that they do so, thinking they’re doing God’s will… but 
it makes it very difficult to challenge 
Amy – Interview 1 
While Amy is not surprised that LGBTQ people are uninterested or hostile toward religion, 
she also feels homonegativity is detrimental to the church. She highlights the importance of 
encouraging LGBTQ people into churches to protect and safeguard the future and relevance 
of the church in modern society. It is both in the interests of LGBTQ people to engage with 
faith, but also, for the church to attract and welcome them. She is now using her 
understanding, coupled with her time in retirement, to be an “activist” and “role model” as a 
Catholic trans woman; she feels it is God’s will.  
     May also advocates for church as safe space, and became actively involved in outreach to 
encourage LGBTQ people to church. May recognises the importance of visibility alongside the 
necessity of opening up dialogue between both religious and LGBTQ communities. She is 
involved in ensuring the inclusion of a LGBTQ Christians presence at her local pride event, 
which grows year on year:  
The first time we thought, ok we don’t even know what we’re doing, y’know we’ll have 
a stall, talk to people, invite people to a service the next day and we’ll see how it goes. 
Be friendly, welcoming, get our message across, tell people what churches to go to. One 
of the tragedies is churches should be safe places, but we know that they’re dangerous 
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unless proved otherwise. So our list of churches we can recommend is growing, and we 
were in the parade this time… Then we decided to hell with this, we’re going to have a 
communion service. You can imagine Pride, totally completely and utterly loud, 
bonkers, music and all the rest of it, and we had communion service. Which was crazy, 
brilliant. It was one of things like, are we completely and utterly nuts? And then God 
shows up and y’know, going on, seeing how things play out from there... I know 
directly some people who had just gone to Pride, found the service and were there and 
are now in churches because of that. Having met people and talked to ministers and 
people like that. 
May – Interview 2 
May’s commitment is embodied, visible and she is shown the benefits of her work. For May, 
this goes far beyond an increase in church attendance; she exemplifies my idea of ‘protective 
encouragement’. She understands the importance of inviting people to become involved in 
faith by spreading positive messages about religion to the LGBTQ community. But 
underpinning this is a commitment to safety. May’s experiences of negative messages deeply 
impacted her mental health, and her adoption of a sexually affirming hermeneutics was vital 
for her survival14. For May, this sense of representation, not only in telling her story, but in 
embodying a visible community presence is encased in the necessities of protection for those 
who come after her. This is where her lived experiences are crucial, it reflexively fuels her 
desire and commitment to help others (Jackson, 2010). Here May reflexively engages what 
she has learned and how this has benefitted her - in engaging queering theologies and finding 
accepting spaces - and serves to anticipate and affect the future actions of others like her. Her 
own experiences of developing an accepted sense of self become embedded not only in her 
present, but in the future of others. The contextual nature of the temporal and spatial are 
crucial here (Saldaña, 2003). May engages a cyclical sense of relationality - of giving back to, 
and for, the futures of other.  
     A participant who has very much benefited from finding an accepting church community 
as a means to developing accepting theological understanding and acceptance is Quinn. Quinn 
is a Christian, trans woman and has been very engaged with her faith from childhood. 
However, she describes how this created discord and difficulty as she began to experience 
gender dysphoria in her teens. Conflict for Quinn has derived internally and externally; 
anxieties as to whether God is accepting of her transition play out throughout the interview, 
and she explains that she has been asked to leave churches because she is trans. Echoing 
Cuthbert and Taylor’s (2019) research, Quinn’s engagement with an LGBTQ confirming 
church undoubtedly plays a factor in her becoming more aware and comfortable with herself, 
 
14 I discuss this in more detail in chapter 6.2 
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as she “felt I finally fit in somewhere”. The space and form of learning - as part of a 
congregation is important for Quinn - she tells me she is dyslexic, which means she does not 
engage with the text itself in as much detail as she would like. A church community is vital to 
her developing theological capital and understanding of accepting trans theologies (Yip and 
Keenan, 2009), and brings her different and supported opportunities to learn:   
Quinn: I think it is a lot about my relationship with God, but the New Testament focuses 
more on God loves us, rather than ‘don’t do this, don’t do that’ ((chuckles)) 
CJT: Yeah ((laughs)) And is that something that you learnt or something you always - 
Quinn: Probably something that I learnt, because obviously having an LGBT service 
specifically, everyone is in the same boat, which is quite nice. Even though we’ve all 
had different journeys, it’s nice that I know that it is accepted now and things. Whereas 
sadly, I used to know quite a bit [about biblical interpretation] and had a decent 
relationship [with God], now I’m sort of like a baby of God again, just building that 
back up? 
Quinn, Interview 1 
Significant here in the way in which Quinn embeds the social nature of a congregation into her 
growing sense of self-acceptance. While they have journeyed on different paths, in church and 
in learning to accept themselves, they are “in the same boat”. As McGuire (2008) emphasises, 
while lived religion may be individually experienced, it is far from subjective. Here the 
transformative nature of queering theologies is supported, lived and constructed together in 
interrelational processes. Themes of shared love and justice that transcend the biblical and 
scriptural are an important feature of her queer theological understandings (Yip 2002). 
Further to this, Quinn’s image as a “baby of God” is extremely powerful here for two reasons. 
First, like Rosie, she feels she has to ‘undo’ (Greenough, 2019), and re-learn important things 
about her faith; that God is comfortable with her transition, and with the help of an LGBTQ 
church, she begins to accept herself as a trans Christian woman. Secondly, the sense of being 
reborn, of new beginnings is incredibly narratively significant, in engaging cultural symbolism 
of newness and emergence Quinn narrates a sense of becoming who she always was or should 
have been (Lawler, 2014). Quinn emplots her emerging understanding of herself as new, but 
still belonging to God. This, as metaphor, has the power to be especially transformative for 
trans people of faith, alongside increasingly explored notions that religion is ‘transed’, and an 
inherently spiritual experience (Wilcox, 2018).  
      In our second interview, Quinn exudes much more confidence, and this filters into her 
understandings of her faith and her self-acceptance. As a result of her increasing 
understanding and comfort, she tells me how she has become involved in LGBTQ outreach 
with schools run by her church. She has been invited to talk to school children about being 
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trans and Christian. Her motives are rooted in her past experiences and a desire to help others, 
she ensures to give back through representation: 
Because obviously using my own experience to help other children, who may have 
friends, if they aren’t LGBT themselves, they may come across someone even if it’s not 
now, in their lifetime… Yeah it definitely would have helped me 
Quinn – Interview 2 
I think Quinn reflexively demonstrates two key ideas. First, her pride in being given the 
opportunity to be seen, be made visible to children from different backgrounds, to represent 
the trans Christian community. She sees how this might be helpful for future allies of trans 
people, she wants to be able to help allies support their LGBTQ friends.  But most importantly, 
she reflects on how helpful, how liberating it might have been for her to meet a trans person 
when she was a child. The notion of projecting forward into the narrative futures of imagined 
others is synthesised with her own understanding of her past self (Mead, 1972 [1934]). This 
again highlights the very relational processes not only of narrative identity, but of the 
interweaving nature of relationality in the transformative benefits of queering theology 
(Lawler, 2014; Greenough, 2019). For Quinn, the importance of an LGBTQ conforming space 
which is religious has been paramount. Her engagement with the organisation on a faith and 
a community level has helped her develop a more accepting understanding of queer theology, 
encouraged her to critique both scripture and interpretations and to feel a sense of belonging. 
In turn, she wants to give back, to ensure her knowledge is used to support future trans 
children and their allies.  
     In this section, I have demonstrated how the transformation and relational nature of 
queering theologies as a process of lived religion are inherently social. By centring lived 
experiences and the powerfully relational nature of telling and hearing stories, we afford a rich, 
dynamic and socially analytical lens on a phenomenon that has previously been considered 
intrinsically individualised. By considering queering theologies as embedded in narrative 
processes, we can see the transformational influence to both individual identity, but also in 
intersubjective, relational understandings vital to creating and maintaining effective support 
structures. At the centre of this is a sense of community, of shared identities, and of supporting 
each other, which has been explored as fundamental to the development of an accepting sense 
of self for LGBTQ religious people (Radojcic, 2016; Siraj, 2016). This encourages important 
consideration of the ways religion is lived and experiences as a shared social phenomena, less 
burdened by structure and institutional authority, lived more as shared love and 
understanding (Ammerman, 2014). The shared nature of learning - of critiques, hypocrisy and 
the use of sexuality affirming hermeneutics - is intertwined in a sense of synthesis and 




4.4 A relationship with God 
Finally, I consider the direct relationship my participants have with God and the ways in which 
this relationship is creatively emplotted. This relationship is, of course, incredibly significant, 
and acceptance by God unequivocally supersedes biblical, institutional and social acceptance 
of their religious LGBTQ identity. The separation of God from notions of ‘organised religion’ 
has been explored in previous research (Yip, 2005, Fuist, 2017; Houghton and Tasker, 2019). 
The strength of acceptance they can potentially draw from this relationship is a huge factor in 
the extent to which they could live and experience their sexual and gender identity alongside 
their faith. However, the extent to which they are able to narrate God as understanding and 
accepting exists in an oscillating relationship between ontogeneric arguments and the 
necessity for hermeneutical critique of texts and institutions (Yip, 2003b; Yip, 2005). But my 
participants go beyond these processes. God’s presence and sense of involvement absolutely 
resonates as part of their lived experience of religion, lifted out of texts and institutions 
(McGuire, 2008). Again this process is emergent and socially mediated.   
     My participants narrate a dialogical, personal relationship with God. The opinion, wishes 
and love of God are central to their faith, decision making and their identities as LGBTQ 
women of faith. My participants engaged with this relationship in a variety of ways and, of 
course, their religious affiliations and denominational interpretations influence how they 
address and discuss this. But the centrality of God is common amongst their stories. Moving 
to utilise a central component of Ricoeur’s concept of emplotment, that of characters and 
action, (Ricoeur, 1992a; Lawler, 2002), here I consider the ways in which God is cast as a 
definitive and central figure; interwoven throughout their narratives, instrumental in events, 
fundamental to transformation and action. In telling stories centring their relationship with 
God, their faith becomes tangible, a lived experience, and it is through these stories that they 
are able to interpret themselves as growing and becoming.  
 
4.4.1 Conversations with God  
Several of my participants spoke of the dialogical relationship they had with God. Farah, for 
example, uses phrases such as “a conversation with God”, and she knows “He’s always 
listening”.  While some engage in conversations with God during active prayer practises, it is 
clear that opportunities for doing so are not limited to prayer only, they are also a feature of 
everyday life. While, semantically, terms such as ‘discussion’, ‘dialogue’ or ‘conversation’ 
require the input of two characters or more, importantly, the conversation here is not always 
conducted in verbal or speech terms as one may have with another person. This dialogue is 
internal. Participants may not ‘hear’ a voice directly, but this does not mean the conversation 
flows one way. God communicates his meaning in other ways, based more in feeling, intuition 
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or internal influence as opposed to receiving directions or directives. Verity talks about “faith 
solace”, saying “…that constant dialogue always goes on in my head. And I think it keeps me 
sane, so that has been a great help for me”. She uses an interesting relational analogy in the 
following extract: 
I also think God’s probably like a busy parent. I’m only being listened to in a small 
amount of concentration. If any at all. Because y’know, there’s so much going on in the 
world, why the hell would God care about my 1st world issues.... But it’s still there. I’m 
like that toddler running along behind their mum talking to themselves all the time. It’s 
just something that helps.  
Verity – Interview 1 
Verity is realistic about the one-sided nature of these conversations, without this diminishing 
their comfort or value. Opportunity for dialogue is always available, both as embedded in faith 
practises, but also in an embodied belief that God is always there. Significantly, my 
participants emphasise the positive influence this has on their lives, and how it is central to 
ways in which faith manifests and is experienced. Nina felt her relationship with God was 
strong enough to allow her space and permission to question the bounds of faith: 
And it was while I was at theological college I changed. My faith, deepened a lot. And 
I’d already got the kind of attitude that God is big enough that my doubts and my 
question and my angst are not gonna make the slightest difference to who God is. I can 
afford to ask questions, I can afford to doubt, I can afford to be angry, I can afford to 
do all that – God’s big enough to take it. 
Nina – Interview 1 
It is here that processes of emplotment become significant. Nina’s security in knowing God is 
“big enough” gave her spaces to question her faith, but significantly, she does not narrate this 
as questioning their relationship. She can narrate, from the position of the present, that his 
presence in her life, as part of her identity was continuous, narrated with a sense of the 
inevitable (Lawler, 2014). She emplots this relationship as enduring and, returning to my 
earlier argument, that challenge - or here “doubt”, “questions”, even “anger” - were beneficial 
to her faith. This notion of security is embedded through emplotment, not only in Nina’s faith, 
but in her sense of self.  
     The emplotment of God’s feelings become even more important in the face of homonegative 
and transphobic religious narratives, particularly when considering coming out or beginning 
transition. For some, a creeping uncertainty that God may not be in support of their LGBTQ 
identities occasionally brings tension to this relationship, often influenced by the extent of 
their exposure to homophobic and transphobic biblical and institutional messaging and 
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experiences (Yip, 2003b, Yip, 2010). Managing this tension is an important for self-
acceptance. For example, when Quinn discusses her relationship with God she says: 
I’m pretty sure He’s comfortable yeah... And when I pray about things, He still provides 
for me. Coz he understands the importance of my transition… And I think if I didn’t 
have His love and His support, I probably would have committed suicide a long time 
ago? And knowing that even though I’m changing something He’s created, I’m not 
changing my mind. The mind is the most powerful thing He gives us, because that’s 
what He sets His plans for us in. 
Quinn - Interview 1 
Quinn narrates two causal elements here. She emplots God’s role in her transition as 
simultaneously bringing proof of his love and acceptance of her doing so (Beardsley and 
O’Brien, 2016). Both of these elements are central to her achieving synthesis in something that 
has been so difficult across her story. The hedging of the notion that “He’s comfortable” 
evidences the processual nature of her understanding, and emerging sense of self-worth. As 
explored previously, having engaged processes of queering and ‘transing’ theological 
understanding of accepting interpretations, she can justify and articulate this with emerging 
and new-found theological capital (Yip and Keenan, 2009, Wilcox, 2018). We see the 
oscillating relationship between self-accepting hermeneutical understandings and the extent 
to which she narrates God as accepting. Embodiment is also significant here. While she might 
be changing her body, her mind is the most powerful thing God give her, and she knows her 
transition is the right thing to do. God has set it in her plan. She remains the same person, the 
person God made, but she is able to change across time, across the realisation that she is trans. 
Evident here is the dialectic between Ricoeur’s conceptualisation of idem, the permanence of 
self, with the ipse, which permits and allows for chance across time (Ricoeur, 1994; Williams, 
2000). Quinn, in the eyes of God retains a sense of herself across time, this is given in her 
mind. But oscillating here is God’s permission for her to change, in the form of transition. Here 
Quinn reads God’s love into her sense of self. This has been with her throughout all these 
difficulties, and while her self-acceptance derives and emerged from a combination of social 
factors, His support is actively and creatively emplotted as paramount to her very survival.  
     God’s role in the life of people of faith is clearly significant, and experienced in multifaceted 
ways. It is a fundamental part of everyday, lived aspects of religion and faith beyond doctrine 
and institution (McGuire, 2008). The acceptance from God is paramount in my participant’s 
abilities to narrate a sense of self-acceptance, and to embrace both theology and faith life which 
supports their sense of self.  Central to my argument here, is Yip’s (2010) assertion that trust 
in God, and in their own lived experiences, is vital to allow them to grow and change, to 




4.4.2 “God Orchestrated Moments”  
The emplotment of this relationship as crucial to survival is particularly powerful in Rosie’s 
story, to which at the close of this chapter, I now return. Rosie recounts a very difficult episode 
in her life in which she attributes her own survival to a palpable notion of God’s involvement. 
We see here a central feature of narrative: inevitability through emplotment. The story is 
understood as the culmination of prior events, and these are significant to Rosie living and to 
her becoming and achieving a coherent sense of self and identity (Lawler, 2002).  Rosie uses 
the phrase “God orchestrated moment” in the second extract below, and this resonates 
eminently, and conceptually, through her narratives. These moments exist in the tangible 
context of a very “real, visceral” relationship. Rosie talks in our interview about some very 
difficult experiences in her life that go beyond her faith and sexuality. They too are very central 
to her narrative self, her experiences of the social world and her identity. She places God as 
integral to her ability to cope. His presence in her life story makes her more able to makes 
sense of what happened, attributing his support to helping her develop her own resilience:  
I think if it wasn’t for my relationship with God I wouldn’t probably have been as 
resilient as I have been. Dealing with all the difficult things I dealt with. I think if I 
didn’t have erm what feels like a very real, visceral relationship with my creator, if I 
didn’t have that I don’t think I would have coped as well as I have with lots of things. 
Rosie – Interview 1 
Rosie’s previous relationship lasted 12 years, was one she found very difficult to leave and 
ended in a 12-hour ordeal during which Rosie and her step-children were held up at gunpoint, 
with her partner threatening murder-suicide. When released the next morning, Rosie left her 
life completely. The only place to which she felt she could turn was the church, and it was God 
who helped her do this:  
Rosie: So yeah, I walked out of the house, went to work that morning, had a full day of 
work and I didn’t know where I was going to go after work. I didn’t have a house, I 
didn’t have food I didn’t have money I didn’t have anything. And the only people I could 
contact, or I felt I could contact was the church. It wasn’t the church that kicked me out, 
it was a different church that I found the number of in a newspaper a few weeks before 
that. And I said I need to talk to someone. And basically it was a couple of hours of a 
counselling session saying ‘we welcome you with open arms, we love you we’re gonna 
help you’. One of the people from there gave me a flat to live in rent free for I think it 
was 2 or 3 months, to get back on my feet again. And they completely accepted me for 
the person I am – gay…  So for the first time ever at ((30s)) there was an Evangelical 
Christian church that said, “Yeah. You are allowed to be who you are”. 
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CJT: And was that completely by luck that you found them? Just looking through the 
paper?  
Rosie: Yeah. I think if I wasn’t Christian and didn’t believe in God stepping in, putting 
us on to the right –you’re going on this track and I’d like you to be on this one – kind of 
just moving you over. I think it was very much for me a God orchestrated moment, to 
see that ad in the newspaper and connect with these people. 
Rosie – Interview 1 
There are many layers of emplotment within this extract, because of the importance and 
magnitude of this as a turning point in Rosie’s life.  This episode puts Rosie, serendipitously, 
in touch with an Evangelical church who not only provide her with mental health support and 
accommodation, they are the first church who “accepted me for the person I am - gay”. Her 
statement “You are allowed to be who you are”, after so many years “knowing” that (as we 
explored previously) she was going to hell, that she was “condemned for her sexuality” more 
than 30 years in to her life, is incredibly powerful. This is the beginning of Rosie being able to 
accept herself, because others – especially important that they are those of Evangelical, and 
then later her future wife – help Rosie on a path to acceptance. At a point when Rosie most 
needs them, the church comes forward to support her, exactly as she is. Previously discordant 
elements of her life collide and are synthesised in this episode (Ricoeur, 1992a). Born out of 
violence and fear, Rosie is led towards acceptance and safety. 
     While I denote “luck” to Rosie’s experience, Rosie immediately interprets this sense of luck 
as rooted in God’s will for her, in Him being instrumental in change and transformation. This 
distinction is narratively very important. God had created the conditions in which she would 
be able to change her path, which not only keeps her safe, but also introduces her to a church 
in which she can be accepted. The church is still a central supporting and organising function 
in her life. Even though she has been treated badly and rejected by the church in the past, she 
still recognises the church’s role in supporting people who reach out to them. It is the only 
place she can turn. This involves trust and risk, but this is ultimately rewarded in both safety 
and acceptance. This very definitive sense of God stepping is central to what happens next, to 
the track she is now on. From the position of the present, and interpreted in the present, Rosie 
is able to make sense of herself as rooted in and directed through these integral moments 
(Lawler, 2014). This moment is emplotted as “orchestrated”, and even in this most dark and 
difficult of episodes in her life, it is through this orchestration that Rosie welcomes 




4.5 Conclusion  
This chapter aims to achieve two things: it centres stories of transformation, integration and 
growth (Yip, 2018), and uses Ricoeur’s concept of emplotment, and in particular his use of 
synthesis, to highlight the interrelational and intersubjective ways participants narrate stories 
of self. In this chapter, I have explored a myriad of ways my participants navigate and narrate 
accepting senses of self as LGBTQ women of faith. They undertake a range of dynamic, 
relational and interlinking approaches to justify and assert themselves in the face of publicly 
circulating, negative narratives that dismiss and diminish their existence. I have demonstrated 
how my participants re-interpret the notion of ‘conflict’, synthesising their experiences as 
beneficial and simultaneously external and integral. The complexity of the dialogue and 
interpretation of comforts and conflicts as interweaving is vital here.  Further to this, I explore 
the ways my participants engage with queering religious texts and institutional authority in 
order to access self-affirming hermeneutics as part of their narrative lives. Here I demonstrate 
how using narrative helps us to uncover and access the transformative and relational processes 
paramount to queering theologies, bringing a dynamic and intersubjective lens to a 
phenomenon previously considered to be increasingly individualised. Finally, I explore the 
importance of their relationship with God to their lived experiences, and how this relationship 
is actively emplotted within their life stories, drawing out notions of transformation and 
becoming as processual and social.  
    There is, of course, not a single model for understanding, narrating or experiencing the 
intersection of LGBTQ and religious identities (Fuist, 2017), and these processes and 
approaches are testament to how complex and varied these experiences can be. But I have 
endeavoured to show here how my participants narrate positive stories and remain committed 
to religious endeavours and lived experiences, benefitting and gaining comfort and sense of 
self – in the face of narratives that this is not possible or is wrong. The value of using narrative 
approaches, and particularly the use of emplotment, are beneficial because they attend to lived 
experiences, give voice to the marginalised and demonstrated the very relational, social nature 
of living identities as LGBTQ women of faith. I move on in the next chapter, to consider 
alternative, complex stories of lived religion, and how intersections of sexuality and gender are 
significant to research of this nature. 
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In the previous chapter, I focused on the stories of my participants who have remained 
connected to and continue to identify with their faith. While they may have spent time away 
from more formal institutionalised settings, and have not always been comfortable identifying 
with a religious identity, the strength of their faith and their return to it is a central feature of 
their narratives. However, several of my participants had more complex faith journeys, which 
have seen them leave religious institutions, and in some cases, to reject a religious or faith 
identity altogether. These stories are also important to tell, and they become my focus here. 
My participants’ reasons for leaving religion are multifaceted and relationally understood. In 
this chapter I use narrative to explore the ways my participants understand and explain their 
reasons for leaving religion, but also consider how this impacts their sense of self and identity 
as LGBTQ women.  
     The notion of ‘leaving religion’ is not straightforward. Theoretically and sociologically, 
leaving religion has been associated with secularisation, atheism and non-religion, but my 
participants’ experiences encompass a broader definition which not only includes shifts away, 
but shifts between and within traditions (Enstedt, Larsson and Maintsinen 2019). In order to 
explore these ideas, I engage with key approaches from lived religion, focusing on the 
negotiation of faith and religion in everyday social life (Orsi, 1995; McGuire 2008; 
Ammerman, 2014,). Considering religion as lived in the everyday effectively integrates my 
broader narrative approach, and my focus on narrative identity. This blend of narrative and 
lived religion is extremely valuable when considering the ways in which faith and religion 
intersect with sexuality and gender. 
     My approach to ‘leaving religion’ is encompassed in the multiplicity of my participants’ 
experiences and I share their stories here. Each of those featured in this chapter experienced 
religion as part of their everyday lives as children, or grew up in households engaged with 
forms of religious practise, communities or schools. However the extent to which they 
believed, engaged or integrated these experiences as part of their own identity varies vastly. 
Further to this, their experiences within these settings have informed their faith journeys 
throughout their lives. Gemma, Harriett and Leigh no longer identify as religious. They have 
rejected denominations of organised, traditional religion, they no longer practise in those 
spaces, nor do they adhere to doctrines of belief expounded by those organisations. In addition 
to this, Bethany, Casey, Emma, Izzie, Kath and Sally no longer engage with religion or faith in 
the same ways they had done as children or young adults. However, they explain the ways in 
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which they retain semblances of spirituality and faith as integral parts of their identities, and 
as a result, they engage complex and multidimensional processes of spiritual and cultural 
blending as part of their lived, religious experiences.  
     This chapter explores two key themes. First I highlight the significant ways intersections of 
gender and sexuality impact my participants’ reasons for leaving religion. Here I consider 
experiences of LGBTQ exclusion and gender inequality and further to this, how non-belief is 
also significant in their narratives. Second, I consider the complex ways my participants 
engage in processes of spiritual blending. Although some of my participants may have left 
traditional religion, they narrate intricate ways they still access their faith and continue to 
draw on the comforts they know it can bring. Further to this, I introduce my notion of the faith 
shaped gap, exploring the ways my participants who have left religion narrate a sense of 
missing these comforts, and in turn how this impacts their sense of self and identity.  
 
5.2 Leaving Religion  
My participants’ reasons for leaving religion and their processes of leaving are rarely singular. 
They are multifaceted and complex and significantly here, are intimately entwined with their 
identities as LGBTQ religious women (Wilcox, 2009; Enstedt, 2019). While their experiences 
and reasons for leaving are not homogenous, they do express some commonalities. For some, 
they pinpoint events which they feel directly contributed to their decision to leave. For others, 
a broader understanding of self shifted their relationships to faith and religion over time. My 
purpose here is to explore three influential and interweaving reasons which contributed to 
their decisions to leave; LGBTQ exclusion, gender inequality, and non-belief.   
 
5.2.1  LGBTQ exclusion 
Religious attitudes based in homonegativity, including homophobia, transphobia, and broader 
non-acceptance of LGBTQ people plays a significant part in why people no longer engage with 
religion. Experiences of rejection, exclusion, shame and guilt are unfortunately still common 
across research findings (Mahaffy, 1996; Subhi and Geelan, 2012; Meladze and Brown, 2015). 
As discussed in the previous chapter, for several of my participants who have maintained or 
returned to their faith, homonegative religious rhetoric and exclusion directly contributed to 
their decision or need to spend time away from religious organisations and faith life. Farah for 
example, talks about her initial understanding of her identity as a lesbian and a Muslim, saying 
“I just thought that I had to divorce myself from the faith. My understanding was that it’s 
[homosexuality] perceived to be wrong”. Theresa spent more than ten years away from the 
church, triggered in part by her church’s interpretations on the exclusion of LGBTQ people, 
long before she had explored her own lesbian identity. Rosie recalls highlighting biblical verses 
that condemn homosexuality in debates on the subject, saying “it’s here in the bible and I’m 
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going to hell for this”,  and she was asked to leave more than one church community when she 
was open about her sexuality. Farah, Theresa and Rosie have been able to ‘reconcile’ their faith 
and sexuality, but not every LGBTQ woman feels able, nor wants, to maintain a relationship 
with religion because of their experiences of homonegativity. Here, I focus on the ways 
narratives of LGBTQ discrimination and exclusion contribute to my participants’ reasons for 
leaving religion. 
     Gemma attended church during her childhood, and while faith was a very important part 
of her youth she no longer identifies as religious. Gemma came out in her early 20s and she is 
resolute about the impact her emerging lesbian identity had with her faith;  
 
So coming out was a very political thing to do and it felt very important. But it 
knackered my relationship with the church… Yep. Completely and utterly. And my faith 
had been a very big deal to me. Erm, curiously it was my Chaplain while I was ((at 
university)) in fact, who’d encouraged the whole process. And then I think was 
mortified in terms of, kind of, what came afterwards really. And I kind of in the end, I 
just left the church because I didn’t feel welcome. 
Gemma 
 
During our interview Gemma explains there were multiple reasons which contributed to her 
leaving both her church community and her religious identity, and I return to these later in 
this chapter. This included her study of theology at university and her increasing development 
of a political identity as a lesbian. But in the above extract, it is clear she felt a significant 
element of rejection from her childhood religious community. Paradoxically, Gemma was 
supported by a different religious leader to embrace her sexuality, but the palpable rejection 
by her home church is cited as a significant and discordant episode in her faith life. When 
Gemma speaks of her coming out having “knackered my relationship with the church”, I argue 
her use of “church” is multidimensional - it is a physical space, a community and her personal 
faith. Gemma’s lived sense of religion encompasses so much more than just the dogmatic or 
institutional, it is also culturally and socially mediated (McGuire, 2008). The fact that her faith 
had been “a big deal” across her life compounds the significance of this rejection. 
     Gemma was not out at church, but believes that she was “outed” by someone else and 
explains that “… a lot of people from church they heard on the grapevine, and they stopped 
talking to me.” She does not tell me explicitly what kinds of responses individuals in the church 
community had, but says people “wanted nothing to do with me”, or were even “openly 
hostile”. Use of the term “homophobia” is complex, but in communities where censure or 
rejection of non-heterosexuality is implicit, the sense of stigma attached to an LGBTQ identity 
can be easily recognised (Liboro Jr. 2014; Barton, 2010, Page and Shipley, 2020). Lyonga 
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(2019) highlights the need for a multidimensional framework of ‘homophobia’ which takes 
account of its complexities as experienced culturally, institutionally and personally. Her 
reconceptualization of the concept into seven interrelated ‘shades of homophobia’ (radical, 
prohibitionist, denialist, avoidance, morbidity, tepid, and veiled) may allow for a more 
nuanced, contextualised account of Gemma’s experiences. The sense of avoidance – 
“relegate[ing] homosexuality to the shadows” and “averting personal interaction” (p.14), 
perhaps even veiled – more “subtle”, sometimes unnoticed, “tactful…prejudice” within 
institutions (p.15) is present in Gemma’s narrative. Experiences of homophobia, particularly 
in the form of rejection and isolation, have been shown to have detrimental effects on LGBTQ 
religious individuals. As discussed in chapter 2, previous research has explored the strategies 
LGBTQ people engage to manage and negotiate interpersonal and intrapersonal difficulties in 
relation to ‘conflicting’ identities and homonegative religious rhetoric (Yip, 2004; Yip, 2005; 
Subhai and Geelan, 2012). However, for some, leaving religion is the only remaining option 
(Mahaffy, 1996; Jeffries, Dodge and Sandfort, 2008). As Gemma grew to understand her 
emerging sexuality she, in part, felt it necessary to leave the community because she no longer 
felt welcome. 
     Some of my participants, from the position of the present, narrate a resigned sense of 
inevitability in discovering, often in their youth or childhood, that religious institutions 
discriminate against non-heterosexual identities. Harriett for example, was raised in a 
Catholic family and attended a Catholic girls’ school. Harriett came out in her late teens and 
subsequently left home and school. Later I explore the ways in which Harriett positions her 
rejection of the church and lack of belief in God as compounded by her experiences in Catholic 
organisations, especially her schooling. For her, the Catholic church’s opposition to 
homosexuality came as no surprise: 
 
I didn’t like a lot of the ways girls were treated, and women. So I think when I realised 
that they were extremely negative about lesbian and gay people, it was just part of the 
long list of things that I thought were a problem. 
Harriett – Interview 2  
 
Interesting here, is the intersectional nature of Harriett’s emerging understanding. Her 
experiences of Catholicism echo what Burke describes as a “gender-traditional” religious and 
social way of life which emphasises ontological difference between men and women, often 
privileging the status of men (Burke, 2012: 122). Harriett railed against this, and significantly, 
it appears to foreshadow and inform her understandings, and experiences, of negative 
approaches to sexuality. Neitz (2001) argues that we cannot study religion and gender without 
examining sexuality, and I argue, in the context of this and wider research, that considering 
102 
 
the intersections of all three is vital (Page and Yip, 2020). The gendered experiences of my 
participants inform and intersect with their sexualities in ways that would not necessarily be 
experienced by cisgendered LGBTQ men. Contributing to an increased understanding of these 
experiences and to research in this field underpins my decision to focus this research on the 
experiences of women (McGuire, 2008; Wilcox, 2009; Siraj, 2012). I move now to consider 
ways in which my participants’ experiences of non-acceptance as LGBTQ intersect with their 
experiences as women in religious spaces and within their religious identities.  
 
5.2.2 Gender inequalities 
The deeply interwoven nature of patriarchal gender hierarchy is present in most monotheist, 
Abrahamic religions (McGuire, 2008) and is a site of problematisation not only for my 
participants, but for scholars of religion and of gender.  Themes of hypocrisy, anger and 
injustice in relation to issues of gender are common across several of my participants’ stories, 
and these begin to resonate in their early years. Several scholars have discussed ways in which 
women embrace and use agency in traditional, patriarchal religions, and engage a positive 
faith identity as LGBTQ women (Avishai, 2008; McGuire, 2008; Burke, 2012). However, I 
concentrate here on narratives in which patriarchal manifestations of religious tradition are 
cited as reasons for leaving. Significant here are the ways that experiences of homonegativity 
are intertwined with issues of gender inequality. This emerged as a shared theme across the 
narratives of my participants who left religion. I move now to explore their frustrations with 
compulsory heterosexuality, rejection of patriarchal religious structures and a draw towards 
feminist theologies.   
     Izzie attended church as a child but became more involved in faith independently from her 
family as she got older. She began attending a UK branch of a global Evangelical church 
network in her 20s, which she describes as a modern “TV church”. At that stage in her life, she 
had not yet begun to explore her own sexuality, however the church advertised messages of 
inclusion, and were very initially welcoming. However, Izzie felt pressured to conform to 
traditional, heterosexual relationship structures, she felt this was a underlying condition of 
attendance asking, “Can I not just be single and happy?”. Twice in our interview she refers to 
this in vividly structural terms saying “their model is if you’re single you’re waiting for a 
husband” and further, “unless you fit their model of what a person and a family should be it’s 
gonna be a very difficult experience” (my emphasis). Izzie narrates having felt marginalised 
and frustrated by notions of compulsory heterosexuality even when she identified as a straight 
woman. It was assumed that she is heterosexual, that heterosexual marriage and procreation 
was her goal, and fundamentally - institutionally and socially - heterosexual marriage was 
positioned as the only possible and accepted option (Rich, 1980). Izzie challenged pressures 
to conform to heteronormative relationship structures, which were further exacerbated as she 
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explored a growing understanding of her emerging LGBTQ identity. This fuelled Izzie’s 
feelings of marginalisation which ultimately saw her leave both the church and traditional 
semblances of faith: 
 
And in some ways I think it was easier to be single especially when you’re around a 
church and stuff, than to be gay… I think church became really toxic. Coz I was 
questioning or challenging from the first, this is what we’re saying from the platform, 
and this doesn’t make sense. They did not like that. Did not like that. Erm, [I] very much 
started to be ostracised, very much y’know ‘you’re the rebel’ and all these sort of things. 
And by the time that I’d worked out that I was definitely not straight, I left the church. 
Because there was no way that I could come out in the church environment.  
Izzie – Interview 1 
 
Izzie reflects that while it was difficult to be single in that environment, this was preferable to 
coming out. Izzie’s position here as “the rebel” exemplifies Butler’s (1999) notion of the 
‘heterosexual matrix’. What is ‘normal’, in the form of heterosexual marriage and the pursuit 
of family life,  maintains gender norms within regulatory frames of power. The heterosexual 
matrix – in the form of Izzie’s “models” – is often intrinsic to traditional, patriarchal religious 
spaces (Burke, 2012). Izzie’s refusal to conform to these models, and her rejection of the 
compulsory nature of these norms, meant she acutely felt the sense of ostracism this risks 
(Lawler, 2014). Izzie’s experiences are underpinned by religious and social structures which 
necessitate gender conformity through the regulation of sexuality, via the entrenched 
normalisation of heterosexuality. Izzie tells me she only felt able to come out after she had left 
the church. Doing so enabled her to explore more freely her faith, sexuality and gender 
identity. She now identifies both with a more fluid sense of spirituality, rather than religion, 
and also is less constrained by her sexuality and gender identity, identifying as queer and pan-
sexual. As Page and Yip (2020) highlight, attending to structures of power, multiple 
interlocking dynamics and social complexity which incorporate religion alongside both 
sexuality and gender are crucial. Izzie’s experiences help develop a more nuanced 
understanding of the marginalisation of LGBTQ women in religious spaces and institutions  
     I explored earlier how Gemma definitively felt her coming out was a point of departure from 
her religion, but she acknowledges there were complex and overlapping reasons which also 
contributed. Gemma talks fondly about her time in the church during her youth. She attended 
what she describes as a “political” and “multicultural” church, in which she learnt about more 
than just religion. She says it was a place in which “I had my grounding in ethics”. This 
encouraged her to study theology at university, and at a time Gemma even considered 
candidating for the Methodist ministry. However, she realised that as her horizons broadened, 
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and she discovered more about herself and the world around her, there were several significant 
events or episodes which curtailed her faith. Alongside her coming out “knacker[ing] her 
relationship with the church”, she experienced the death of two close friends while at 
university, which she acknowledges rocked her faith. Additionally, the development of her own 
theological, political and sociological learning took her beyond a point in which she could 
accept the traditional, patriarchal teachings of the church:  
 
But we also did feminist theology and that was when I found feminism – I say ‘found’ 
it, like Columbus ‘found’ America – and that changed my life, reading the theory of that 
and the woman who was teaching us was really interesting and I loved it, and it was 
a time in my life when I read and read and read and read and decided I hated the 
patriarchal church and all of those things. Sometimes you’ve got to go all the way over 
there, y’know, to come back… It’s hard to say my degree talked me out of my faith, but 
it did in many ways. 
Gemma 
 
For many women, like Gemma, the introduction and influence of diverse political, theological, 
and spiritual ideas allows them to more openly embrace feminism, social justice and different 
interpretations of faith and religion (Zwissler, 2007; Aune 2011). Further to this for Gemma, 
learning and discovery – to extend her Columbus metaphor – is narrated as crucial to her 
emerging identity. Her commitment to reading and theory is encompassed in the nature of 
becoming, of change. I argue there is a powerful sense of knowledge as empowerment in this 
extract, which reflexively supports Gemma’s emerging identity as politically and socially 
located. This has far reaching implications for Gemma, this “changed her life”. She comes to 
hate “the patriarchal church”, something that had, initially, started her on her journey of 
ethical and political understanding. The shift across time, enveloped in her learning and 
growing, is narratively very powerful, informing Gemma’s understanding of her lived 
experiences (Saldaña, 2003; Lawler, 2014).  
     Gemma’s narrative of finding and discovery are temporally and socio-culturally significant 
particularly in terms of forms of identity politics that Gemma encountered and engaged in 
during the 1980s. Gemma viewed coming out as a “political act”, she became a political person, 
actively positioning her sense of self and identity as oppositional to dominant social and 
political climates: 
CJT: So did your feminism feed into an understanding of your sexuality at all? 
Gemma: Yeah I think it did. Yes. And again, it’s really hard to explain some of these 
things, you almost had to define yourself in opposition to. I mean we talk now about 
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heteronormativity. I laugh in the face of that in some ways, in terms of what we were 
up against, which is nothing compared to what people 50 years ago were up against… 
So yeah, my feminism, yeah, it was very much then, it was women all the way. And 
there was a home for that within the church though. 
CJT: Feminism y’mean? 
Gemma: Yeah there was this emerging feminist liturgy and feminist theology, which I 
found very interesting, but increasingly I couldn’t relate to the church. I read a lot of 
radical feminist theory and a lot of radical lesbian stuff, and separatist stuff. Erm, 
which if I looked at any of it now -  at the time some of it also I found very difficult - coz 
it’s incredibly oppressive... I began then to find that alienating. But feminist politics I 
liked a lot… 
Gemma make important points here that challenge conceptions that there is no place for 
feminism in spirituality or religion, and vice-versa, highlighting the importance of bridging 
gaps between the religious and the secular in both lived experiences and in academic research 
(Llewellyn and Trzebiatowska, 2013; Aune, 2015). However, the oppressive nature of 
institutionalised heteronormativity within society and the church is positioned as increasingly 
problematic in the face of her new found knowledge and empowerment. Gemma’s connection 
with (and subsequent rejection by) a church community and, in turn, her identity as a person 
of faith increasingly does not fit with her identity not only as a woman, but also as a lesbian 
(Rich, 1980; Mahaffy, 1996; Butler, 1999). The strength of her position in opposition to 
extensive societal structures of heteronormativity could not be bridged by feminist theology.  
     The synthesis of three contrapuntal, discordant elements -  grounding, growth and rejection 
- are significant to Gemma’s understanding of why she left religion (Gilligan et al, 2006). First, 
Gemma definitively links her “grounding in ethics” and her introduction to politics and social 
justice to the church. This was instrumental to the choices she made and to the ways in which 
her identity developed, politically and theologically. Second, however, brings an initial sense 
of discord, as her growing knowledge and independence becomes more expressly founded in 
feminisms that are inextricably intertwined with her emerging sexuality and identity as a 
lesbian. These become fundamentally understood as at odds with the patriarchal church of her 
past. Finally, the palpable sense of rejection she felt by this church community is narrated as 
the key element which “knackered her relationship with the church”, but it is also the site at 
which she is able to reject the church herself. This rejection goes both ways. Gemma roots the 
significance of the church in her past, but we see her story move forward through time, “all the 
way over there”: from someone who considered committing her life to the church as a minister, 
to someone very much outside this. Contrapuntal narratives of grounding, growth and 
rejection interweave in the nuances of her story, in which Gemma constructs a sense of self 
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based on her learning and developing which began in the church, but culminates in her hatred 
of it. This ultimately leads to the dismissal of her own faith (Ricoeur, 1992a; Gilligan et al, 
2006).  
     Gemma and Izzie’s stories demonstrate my argument that leaving religion is not one 
dimensional, and shows how both understandings of gender inequality and LGBTQ exclusion 
intersect in narratives of leaving religion. Further to this, Bethany’s story shows how feminist 
theologies encouraged spiritual independence, with a focus on imagery. Bethany was drawn 
to alternative forms of spirituality which centred female iconography and female symbols of 
divinity. Having been raised Catholic and attending religious schooling in the US, Bethany 
talks about discovering a seminal text on Paganism, which encouraged her to think more 
broadly and explore other forms of religion. She says “a feminine divine and the idea of 
multiple Gods… was very exciting”. Aune (2011) discusses the intricate interplay between 
feminism and ‘alternative spiritualities’ outside of traditional religious frameworks. The 
presence, for example, of Pagan and Wiccan spiritualities has increased in the UK since the 
1960s and has overwhelming attracted women, including some of my participants, because of 
the centrality of female and feminist iconography and symbols of divinity which affirm their 
own experiences. Aune argues that “feminism was, from the start, at the core of alternative 
spirituality” (2011: 49).   
    In conjunction with this, notions of reflexive spirituality (Roof, 1999) and bricolage brought 
important developments and increased empirical nuance in research on the lived religious 
experiences. It allows for the complexities of melding and blending religious imagery, doctrine 
and practises which centre gendered experiences within and beyond traditional religious 
spaces to come to the fore (McGuire, 2008; Wilcox, 2009). Bethany exemplifies this as she 
explains that she initially began by searching within her established religious frameworks for 
ways she may be able to incorporate the feminine divine. She says “I didn’t, at that point, sort 
of run away from Catholicism, but I started to incorporate some of those ideas and kind of mix 
the two.” Bethany describes how finding spaces for feminine spirituality in Catholicism was 
not difficult, citing the established presence of Mary in Catholic buildings: 
 
“Well Marian spirituality is a very big thing in Catholicism, so any time you go into a 
Roman Catholic church or cathedral there’s the altar, and then off to one side there’s 
gonna be a statue of Mary. So there’s always that sort of Mother of God, it’s a very big 
presence. Erm, so there’s a place for, kind of, feminine orientated spirituality. There is 
not for gay spirituality, ((chuckles)) there is really not. So yeah, I guess that was what 
stopped me trying to kind of blend them or find a balance? And made me go – the whole 
RC church is not for me, I’m not welcome here.” 




Bethany sought a Catholic theology and valued Catholic imagery which more accurately 
affirmed her gendered lived experiences (Spencer-Arsenault, 2001), but her attempts to centre 
the feminine divine became frustrated, even halted, by her experience and understanding that 
there is no space for gay theology in Catholicism. Although wider research on Catholic 
womens’ experiences shows that, for some, it is possible to find space for gay and queer 
Catholic spiritualities (Deguara 2018, Houghton and Tasker, 2019), the influence of dominant 
narratives that it is not possible to be Catholic and gay are very powerful, and this arguably 
prevented Bethany from exploring this further. What these experiences did assist Bethany in, 
however, was a development of a religious critique at a young age, which led her to engage 
more fervently in her own research and understanding. I asked Bethany about this more 
directly, and her thoughts here reflect my broader argument that her interest in the feminine 
divine appeared in tangent, perhaps as a precursor, to her trying to find a space in which her 
own sense of self as an LGBTQ woman was apparent and accepted in her faith:  
Bethany: The more I read, the more I sort of got into feminism and feminist 
spirituality, started reading up more and more about it and just thought, this 
[Catholicism] isn’t really for me. 
CJT:  So, was it to do with your sexuality, or more to do with your gender, I suppose, 
that was the driving force behind your research or your changing ideas? 
Bethany: Yeah, gender. Erm yeah I would say primarily gender and not sexuality. 
Erm, because the feminine angle appealed to me much more erm, but the thing that 
really kind of attracted me about Paganism, at least the way Starhawk presented it, is 
the feminine divine. I’ve since learned that she is not representative of all of modern 
Paganism, by any stretch ((chuckles)) it’s really quite misogynistic. In addition, as I 
was an adolescent and my own attraction – my sexual and romantic attraction to 
women – started becoming more apparent that became sort of at odds with the Roman 
Catholic Church in a big way. So yeah, that was a real problem.  
Bethany – Interview 1 
 
Bethany, as previously outlined, emphasises the intersectional nature of her shift towards 
alternative spiritualities as foregrounded first by her understanding of the gendered nature of 
her experience, but as compounded by her emergence as an LGBTQ woman. The location of 
and recognition of self is particularly important for women of faith who move on to find 
alternative beliefs and practices which incorporate a sense of spirituality and feminism (Aune 
2015). Significant to this is Bethany’s critique not only of the limitations of Catholicism, but 
also of Starhawk’s manifestation of Paganism. Neitz (2001) explores some of the intersectional 
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complexities of gender and sexuality across multiple manifestations of Wicca and witchcraft, 
highlighting that it is by no means a homogenous movement. The misgivings of both 
Catholicism and Paganism are something that continues to lead Bethany away from a sense of 
‘organised’ religion, be that traditional or spiritual. In our second interview Bethany explains 
that “I believe in some sort of higher power or enspiritment, but I’m not particular about what 
I call it”. She also tells me that “I think freedom is a very important value for me… It’s one of 
the guiding values of my life”. Bethany encompasses here a very real sense of ‘believing without 
belonging’ (Davie, 1995), brought forth through her experiences as an LGBTQ woman, which 
have led to her engaging more independently, and intersubjectively with her sense of 
spirituality.  
     In this section I have explored the ways in which experiences of homonegativity are 
intertwined with issues of gender inequality for women within religious spaces and 
communities, but also in the construction of their own faith identities. This draws important 
insight and nuance to the ways in which sexuality and gender intersect in the lived experiences 
of LGBTQ women (Page and Yip, 2020). Wilcox highlights this, explaining that “no single 
identity factors can adequately predict or explain religious decision making; rather, who they 
‘are’ is a product of a lifetime of multiple, interacting identities and experiences” (Wilcox, 
2009: 199) Experiences of LGBTQ inequality are interlinked with frustrations of compulsory 
heterosexuality, a rejection of patriarchal religious structures and a draw towards feminist 
theologies. These all contributed in complex and multidimensional ways to the reasons these 




Reasons for leaving religion are rarely singular, but are part of a complex web of social and 
individual processes, of which a fundamental sense of non-belief can be a part. Zuckerman 
(2015) argues that if ‘secularisation’ is a diminishment of religion at the macro-level, what he 
calls ‘apostacy15’, or non-belief, can be considered as the loss of religion at a micro, individual 
level. Non-belief is a central feature of the narratives of both Harriet and Leigh and their 
development of identities as non-religious. Their trajectories reflect larger societal changes in 
Britain, with tangible shifts towards non-belief, both with those who have never had religion, 
but also amongst those who were raised as religious but now identify as having no belief 
(Bullivant, 2017).  As Strhan and Shillitoe (2019) explain, while there is increased focus on the 
growth of non-religion in Western-European contexts, there is little understanding of this at 
 
15 Apostacy is often used in sociological and religious studies literature on leaving religion. ‘Apostasy’ can have some 
negative theological and religious connotations, and I use the phrase ‘non-belief’ as a more neutral term which also 
resonates in the data.  
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a micro-level. In order to contribute, if only fleetingly, to these discussions, I outline two 
examples of the ways non-belief is temporally positioned within narratives of leaving religion 
by LGBTQ women. First, I explore the ways Harriett positions non-belief as ever-present in 
her story. By contrast, Leigh narrates non-belief as an emergent consequence of her 
experiences.  
      Harriet, who was raised Catholic and attended Catholic school, railed against entrenched 
LGBTQ exclusion and gender inequalities she was exposed to in Catholic spaces. This was 
significant to her leaving religion. However, Harriet also reflects on other aspects of her 
experiences which support her non-religious identity. I asked about her experience in these 
spaces: 
 
Terrible. I’d have said quite abusive. Erm, certainly at school it was terrible, really 
terrible. I mean I was at high school in the mid-80s, and we were at a time where 
society generally was a terrible climate around it [homosexuality] altogether, but 
really, really strong there. It’s pretty simple, it can’t be mentioned and simply, you’ll 
go to hell… it’s hard to tell isn’t it, whether it was my sexuality that made me really 
oppositional to the church or whether that would have happened anyway. I never had 
a faith in God really. From being quite a young child, I knew I mustn’t speak about it, 
but I knew I didn’t have a belief really. So it would clearly have been a lot easier if I’d 
have just been straight… It, [faith in God] it just never was. I remember telling a friend 
when I was about 10 or 11 that I didn’t believe in God, and she told my mum and my 
mum went mental… My family were absolutely appalled. 
Harriett – Interview 1 
 
It may be easy to attribute Harriett’s reasons for leaving religion to several, quite common, 
themes; the rejection of external religious institutions, emerging sexuality, and malfeasance 
or abuse by church authority figures (Zuckerman, 2015). These are of course fundamental to 
her opposition to the church. But further to this, Harriett reflects whether this opposition was 
inevitable, regardless to her sexuality. Harriett’s sense of self, reflected across her life course, 
is underpinned by an ever present, enduring lack of belief in God. This is not something she 
‘lost’, instead it was something she never had. Significantly, this is intersubjectively 
understood, and socially mediated; while she knows that she “never had a faith in God”, she 
also knows that she could not disclose this to her family. The interplay of extrinsic 
(institutions, religious authority, family) and intrinsic (narrative self, lack of belief, sexuality) 
reasons for her rejection of Catholicism strengthen Harriett’s narrative understanding of 
herself as non-religious (Enstedt, 2019).  
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   Interesting here is that while Harriett firmly states that she never had belief, she still felt 
enough affinity with a Catholic identity or label to put herself forward for research in which a 
form of religious identification in past or present was necessary. This again highlights the 
importance of considering religion as lived, and the manifestations of a religious identity 
beyond church attendance and belief, attending to other ways in which religions permeate the 
social fabric of communities, cultures and societies (McGuire, 2008). For Harriett, this is 
located in her upbringing, and more broadly her parents' religiosity, or lack thereof. She 
characterises this as being “culturally Catholic”: 
 
Well, funnily enough, my whole family are really, really Catholic. My dad even works 
for a Catholic company, and has worked there since he was a teenager. And y’know, 
really Catholic, but none of them went [to church]. For them, I don’t think my father 
has ever believed in God. I really suspect he hasn’t, ever. It’s just a way of organising 
your life, it’s just what you did, what you do. It’s cultural, and they didn’t know 
anything else. Brought up Catholic, and it’s just you don’t question it, you do as you’re 
told and it’s what you do every week. This is how you organise your life and this the 
role that the church - and the orders and the priest - this is the order they play in your 
life… So I think they were just of their time. It’s not just a disapproval, it was a raw 
hatred. Like a disgust, y’know. And that was very much at school, like it’s a dirty thing. 
Anything to do with sexuality was just seen as bad. Bad…. I think they ((her parents)) 
probably didn’t even believe in heaven, if you picked it apart. Or they never questioned 
it. So there wouldn’t be a theological thought in that really – just the shame of it. 
Harriett – Interview 1 
 
Harriett’s discussion exemplifies broader research which sees increasing numbers of Irish 
Catholics identifying with a Catholicism which is socially and culturally mediated, but 
increasingly less oriented in belief (Turpin, 2019). This shift to the cultural, away from the 
institutional and dogmatic, has an intrinsic impact on Harriett’s identity as an LGBTQ woman 
with no belief in God. I argue that these negative messages became embedded in her narrative 
in ways that are much more relational and intimate (Ricoeur, 1986). The very visceral nature 
of the homophobic messages she was subject to become much more personal. Harriett draws 
on a sense of hypocrisy, perhaps resentment, at the way her family responded to 
homosexuality, without thinking independently or beyond cultural-religious frames. Her 
family conformed to religious narratives that necessitated and cemented her rejection, but 
fundamentally, this derived from an institution in which she suspects they do not actually 
‘believe’. Their shame is not based in faith or theology, but in culture (Somers and Gibson, 
1994). Harriett narrates a stark sense being outside the “culturally Catholic” values adhered to 
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by her family, in which she is considered as dirty, disgusting, and hated. Harriett left school 
and home as soon as she was able to, and had a strained and distant relationship with her 
family after she came out.    
     Harriett’s fervent narration of non-belief, which began in childhood, brings important 
distance from the cultural and social spaces she was raised in. The temporal is important here. 
Harriett’s narrative of non-belief is embedded over time – she “never had faith in God”, and it 
was never a part of her sense of self. As Jackson argues, “The self we are is made possible by 
our (actual) pasts; the self we narrate, the self-conscious self, is a reflexive reconstruction of 
that past” (Jackson 2010: 130). The enduring nature of Harriett’s non-belief throughout her 
life is crucial to her reflexive sense of self and acceptance as a LGBTQ woman.  
     In contrast, Leigh’s experiences with Catholicism, belief and leaving religion differ. Leigh 
did have faith, but this was “abandoned” as an emergent consequence of her experiences. 
Leigh attended church with her family, was confirmed and identified as Catholic until her late-
twenties. She describes however, an increasing sense of disquiet and distance from both her 
belief in God, and in the functions of the Catholic church, as she began to feel an increased 
need for independence and self-authority. She says that “a drift became a fracture” when, after 
a conversation with her mum, she came to understand that her parents may have stayed 
unhappily married because being “right” by staying married, was more important than 
happiness. Leigh reflects that this decision had an extensive impact across their life as a family, 
and on her own understanding of what she might want and value in an intimate relationship:  
 
So erm, although I completely abandoned the God side of my religion in my late 20s, 
probably about the time that I got really comfortable with the idea that I was likely to 
be with a women if anything, if I was to settle down. And I don’t think they were 
directly linked, I think it was more a part of the fact that I was -  I think that was a 
period in my life where I started to figure out that I could be myself, in both senses 
Leigh 
 
The necessity of independent thought and a shift in authority to “be myself” are a key feature 
of Leigh’s narrative of non-belief, which was intertwined (but not causally positioned), with 
her emerging sense of self as gay (Wilcox, 2009). In contrast to Harriett, Leigh directly 
experienced how a religious community and a sense of belief in God can be beneficial and 
comforting. I return later in this chapter to discuss the elements of faith that she misses. 
However, while she recognises that community is positive, she more ardently values the need 
to be able to think for herself. This in turn informs Leigh’s relationship with the functions of 




But at the same time, if I could find a meaningful spiritual community that did not 
believe in God necessarily, or that wasn’t the deal breaker - and I appreciate that 
religion is entirely based on God or Gods - then that would be something that I would 
actively want to go and see and do and understand. Because I think we’re losing 
community in the West at the moment, in the Western world. And I think erm, it’s really 
important to try and knit people together with shared values? And religion is a - I mean 
religion is never, to me was never designed for that. For me it was a shortcut to manage 
people. To put them into groups and get them to behave in a certain way. But I think 
there were things that came out of it that were really beneficial. But I can’t. I don’t 
believe, I don’t believe in God. Erm and ‘I don’t believe in God’ has come out of all of 
this. Rather than it being the reason I left religion… and that just counts me out of  quite 
a lot.  
Leigh 
 
There are some similarities with Leigh and Harriet’s discussions on leaving religion here.  
Alongside non-belief, both are critical of the controlling and structural functions of religion, 
which are common themes across research focusing on leaving religion (Enstedt, 2019). While 
Leigh’s experiences of the Catholic church were more positive than Harriet’s for several 
reasons, a significant one perhaps being that Leigh left the church before realising she was gay, 
her narrative is underpinned by her loss of belief. For Leigh, this arises through an increasing 
sense of discord, discomfort and frustration, saying “I was really angry about Catholicism 
excluding lots of people”, and arguing that “you can’t just have tradition for tradition’s sake”. 
While non-belief for Leigh emerges as part of her experiences, it remains the most essential 
element of her leaving. This, however, brings a sense of sacrifice because, for Leigh, belief in 
God is the fundamental element of having a religion. As a result she no longer has a right to 
access the things that she valued about her religion. Her non-belief is a result of her journey, 
but there is a discordant sense here that Leigh loses more than just belief, but also forms of 
comfort (Ricoeur, 1992a). 
       Non-belief is a complicated phenomenon, which does not exist in isolation. (Enstedt, 
2019). I have demonstrated how the intersections of non-belief and narratives of LGBTQ 
exclusion and self are intimately intertwined. While non-belief is fundamental to both  Leigh 
and Harriett leaving religion, the ways in which this impacts and informs their identities are 
complex and nuanced. By exploring the temporal nature of non-belief in their narratives, I 
have highlighted the ways in which non-belief is mediated by social experience and is 
influenced directly by the communities they are exposed to. Believing and not believing may 
appear to be individual choices, but they are in fact, social processes and exist in a complex 
interweaving of subjective experiences and feelings.  
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     In this section I have considered the complex ways my participants narrate and understand 
their reasons for leaving religion, and how these experiences informed their sense of self and 
identity as non-religious LGBTQ women. I have explored important intersectional arguments, 
demonstrating the intrinsic ways in which experiences of LGBTQ exclusion inform and are 
bound up in problematic notions of gender inequality in patriarchal religious spaces, including 
frustrations with compulsory heterosexuality, rejection of patriarchal religious structures and 
a draw towards feminist theologies. Finally I explored the ways non-belief is temporally 
positioned within narratives of leaving religion by LGBTQ women, and how this impacts a 
narrative sense of self. Leaving religion has increasingly been considered in complex and 
diverse terms, moving away from static conceptualisations based in linear, definitive causes 
(Enstedt, Larsson and Maintsinen, 2019). It is clear that reasons for leaving religion are rarely, 
if ever, singular, and are interconnected, socially mediated processes. Exploring leaving 
religion at intersections of gender and sexuality brings important, nuanced sociological ideas 
to this field.  
 
5.3 Blending spirituality and comfort 
While some of my participants no longer identify as religious, others who left traditional 
spaces and communities sought alternative ways to access and experience their beliefs. 
Moving away from traditional, organised religion does not necessitate a rejection of faith, nor 
a dismissal of the social values and comforts religion can engender. The stories featured in this 
section highlight the complex unfixity of religious belief, and the creative ways people engage 
action, belonging and comfort in their faith lives. They also exemplify the importance of 
embracing ‘spirituality’ as socially and conceptually significant. McGuire (2008) argues that 
conceptualisations which position ‘spiritualty’ as distinct and separate to ‘religion’ severely 
limits our understanding of individuals’ experience. Further to this, Ammerman’s (2013) 
taxonomy of spirituality shows the myriad way it is discursively and culturally engaged. 
Further to this, I argue that exploring the multifaceted ways a sense of spirituality and faith 
are narrated in everyday life, interweaving both within and beyond traditional religious spaces 
and identities, brings nuanced understanding of religion as lived. In this section I explore two 
different narrative themes; first, the ways synthesis is gained through spiritual blending, and 
secondly through a narrative sense of a “faith shaped gap”.  
 
5.3.1 Synthesis and spiritual blending 
In this section I explore how Casey, Kath, Sally and Quinn have sought to blend aspects of their 
traditional religious upbringings with spiritual and cultural alternatives and the ways in which 
this features in their narratives. I focus here on their critiques of ‘organised religion’ and their 
engagement with reflexive spiritualities. My discussion is informed by three key points made 
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by McGuire; first that the blending of religions and the religious is not a new phenomenon but 
historically charted, of which I am mindful. Second, that religions are the product of 
“considerable human creativity, cultural improvisation and construction from diverse 
elements” (2008:  185), and finally in remembering that religions are both socially constructed 
and contested, we see how misleading it is to deem any religious tradition as “unitary, 
unchanging, pure or authentic” (2008: 200).    
     Casey attended a United Reformed with her mum in her childhood, but in her early teens 
chose to independently attend the local Baptist church because “it was young, hip and groovy 
with guitars and stuff”. She explains that she has “positive memories of church and a church 
environment”. However, Casey became increasingly disillusioned with organised religion, and 
experienced phases of what she labels as “questioning” in her adolescence. She says that as she 
got older, “I’ve struggled to be part of the church, fully”. She narrates a sense of tension 
between her faith and an organised, doctrinal sense of churched religion in the following two 
extracts: 
Because I had been starting to realise at that stage that while I still struggled to identify 
with organised religion I still believed. My faith was still there, I still prayed, I still read 
the bible… there’s something that I’m thinking and something that I’m doing and 
they’re not quite meshing. 
 
I don’t like being told what to believe. I don’t like being told this is what’s right and this 
is what’s wrong. I have to figure it out for myself. 
Casey – Interview 1 
Casey experiences discord between her embodied and intrinsic sense of her faith, and the 
extrinsic nature of “being told what to believe”. Casey stopped practising or attending church 
when she went to university and has not been engaged in a traditional sense of church since 
then. But what is clear, is that Casey’s sense of faith remained integral. Casey’s experiences are 
part of a wider, continuing pattern of the shifting nature of belief across the UK, exemplified 
in Davies (1995) notion ‘believing without belonging’. How Casey accesses her faith looks and 
feels different now. More recently, her mum trained as a minister, and this has encouraged 
and reminded Casey of her continuing sense of faith. Rather than returning to traditional 
forms of church, she more creatively engages with aspects of both community and 
independent learning. She is involved with extracurricular church activities – a choir for 
example – but also engages in her own aspects of biblical study and thought. In our second 
interview, Casey explains that she would like to study theology formally, but that this is not 
currently possible for her as a working mum. She instead engages in her own learning in ways 
that are accessible, for example, in extensive reading and listening to podcasts on religion, 
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morality and LGBTQ identities. Casey’s narrative supports the significance of engaging with 
lived religion. In attending to experiences beyond notions of membership and tradition, we 
can increasingly understand the complexities of people’s experiences of faith. While Casey 
feels more able to attend to her faith independently, she does this within wider understandings 
and uses spiritual tools which are intrinsically linked to her past experience (Wilcox, 2009).  
     Kath also discusses institutional misgivings as she explains that “I never moved away from 
religion. I moved away from organised religion”. Kath grew up in the Methodist and Anglican 
church and while her parents were not especially engaged, she explains that as they lived in a 
rural community, her life was supported by the church community. As explored previously, 
Kath also found gender inequality was an early point of discord with Christianity, describing 
her anger on debates around women priests in particular. Kath valued her faith, but was “not 
very convinced by this organised religion malarkey”. Having met some Pagan friends and 
engaging her own research, Kath “self-initiated as Wiccan” at 16. Paganism and Wicca 
encompass multifaceted and heterogenous spiritualities, with numerous associated groups, 
identities, practises and beliefs (Neitz, 2001, Aune, 2011). Kath explains that individuals can 
choose to ‘self-initiate’, which means they are not attached to or belong to a ‘coven’ or group. 
The independence associated with self-initiation is significant to Kaths narrative sense of self 
(Ricoeur, 1994). She says “because I believe in a Lord and a Lady, a male and female God, and 
a variety of other things, I’m self-initiated as a Wiccan.” While she found aspects of her beliefs 
and commitment to gender equality more effectively resonated with Paganism, she also 
purposefully positioned herself outside of Pagan and Wiccan structures. This allows Kath to 
more freely interpret the vision and functions of her God, which brings her an important sense 
of synthesis: 
 
And, some of the Gods swap genders about, so I’m not too fussed about, I know some 
people have a problem because the Gods don’t mimic them. Like they don’t see 
themselves in them. I don’t think I’m looking to that, I suspect because of my 
upbringing, God did whatever, y’know, you said hey that’s cool. And I’m on pretty good 
terms with my Gods.  
Kath 
 
While Wiccan theology/cosmology is Goddesses centred, many manifestations of Wicca 
embrace gender equality, seeking balance between the genders, divine or human. However, 
there are also Pagan factions in which radical, even separatist, feminist ideologies are 
engrained socially and spiritually (Neitz, 2001; Foltz, 2001), to which I believe Kath refers to, 
in part, here. Alongside Kath’s narrative of independence, which gives her an open and 
accepted sense of divine gender diversity, she reflexively acknowledges the significance of her 
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Christian past in accessing the divine. She blends a past understanding, and acceptance, of a 
God who is not in her own image, with her ability to be able to accept and envisage a diverse 
range of Gods and Goddesses. Kath’s freedom to envisage and engage with her God on her 
terms echoes research findings linking feminism, independence from patriarchal structures 
and spirituality, in which women make this distinction between organised religion, and the 
very personal and intimate nature of their own spirituality (Aune 2011, Zwissler 2007). 
Further to this, Kath’s past is narratively significant to her understanding of her present faith 
identity, and this brings an important sense of synthesis through spiritual blending (Ricoeur, 
1992a).  
     Sally’s experiences also encompass a shift away from organised religion, and engaging in a 
sense of spiritual blending. Sally’s family was engaged in church life and community, but the 
family drifted away from faith after moving house and for various reasons  she explains “we 
sort of fell out of the habit of it”. While Sally has not experienced a jarring or definitive sense 
of leaving religion, she explains how spending time outside of a church environment, coupled 
with an exposure to alternative Christian theologies encouraged her to develop and reflect on 
her own interpretations:   
 
Well when I was little I sort of just believed what I was told,  like literally. So I used to 
get really worried that my friends that weren’t Christian were going to go to hell and 
I’d want to convert them…. But then it changed into more of a like, so when we stopped 
going to church in a formal way it like, it’s more spiritual? … the more that I learned 
about Christianity and the different forms that it takes and sort of the construction of 
the bible, from a historical point of view, because I’ve always been heavily into like 
history and logic and studying texts as texts. Erm, so learning more about that side of 
it, it was sort of like ok well a). the bible contradicts itself so how can you take it 
literally. And b). it’s been written by humans, edited and translated into like loads of 
different languages several time, so you just can’t, y’know. And different people take 
different things from it and different people say different things that aren’t even in the 
bible but they still attribute it to God and it’s like, how do you know? ... I’ve sort of 
gradually thought well, you can’t know for sure? So as long as I’m still trying to be a 
decent human being I’m not harming anyone I don’t think there’s really a problem, and 
if there is, well I’ll deal with it when I get there… I still pray sometimes, it’s really 
confusing. Because I have a really strong sense of sort of spiritual stuff to do with 
nature which is a lot more Pagany, but then I still pray to a sort of God figure? I don’t 
necessarily think that they’re there, but it’s more like a comfort thing. And like I’ll feel 
better if I’ve prayed about something and it’s like well it’s not gonna do any harm, 
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whether it’s a placebo I don’t care. But yeah the spiritual stuff to do with nature is a lot 
stronger and a lot more important to me now. 
Sally 
 
Sally engages with what Roof (1999) defines as “reflexive spirituality”: an individual process 
in engaging bricolage to create a coherent spirituality from multiple sources. However, I agree 
with Besecke’s (2006) critique of the individualising nature of Roof’s definition, and like 
Besecke, shift Roof’s concept in a slightly different direction, considering the socially situated 
nature of this process, but using narrative (rather than discourse). Sally’s deconstruction of 
the “literal” elements of her faith is important, engaging not only with a sense of cultural and 
discursive critique, but also in searching for personal meaningfulness as a result (Besecke, 
2006). Outside of the church, physically and interpretively, Sally develops a spirituality which 
aligns with her own priorities, focusing more on nature and social justice, which she explains 
in other areas of our interview. However, the practice and embodiment of her faith remains 
rooted in her past experiences of Christianity. Here Sally blends a theistic practice; finding 
comfort in prayer as an embodied way to connect with a “God sort of figure” whose form is 
less important now, with ethical spirituality, which conforms to a sense of right and wrong, of 
causing no harm (Ammerman, 2013).  
     Further to this, Sally is able to synthesise her emerging understandings, shifts and 
interpretations, by drawing on a past sense of comfort, through prayer. Sally reorients her 
sense of self through a familiarity in past embodied practise (Riessman, 1993). While the 
meaning and locations may have shifted, the embodied nature of prayer brings her comfort. 
Even if she is very aware of the “placebo effect”, it does not prevent her from accessing a 
spirituality which is new, but intrinsically narratively informed. The focus on Sally’s lived 
experiences helps us understand how she uses religion as a cultural resource, blending her 
past through narrative, to synthesise her emerging spirituality. Significantly, this is not static, 
and it continues to shift and be contested, even in her own understanding (McGuire, 2008).  
     Finally in this section I turn to Quinn’s story. Significant here, is the inherently relational 
nature of her experience. I consider here how the reflexive spirituality (Roof, 1999) of others, 
influences Quinn’s understanding of her gender identity as reflected in faith. Quinn’s mum 
was born and raised in South Asia and was Buddhist. In migrating and settling in the UK, she 
wanted to ensure her children were raised in a similarly religious way, but access to this was 
difficult: 
 
But growing up erm [she] wanted us to be Buddhist, but because there’s no temples in 
((the Welsh Valleys)) she sent us to an Anglican Church Sunday school. 




Although Quinn identifies as Christian, and has never formally practised Buddhism, its 
cultural and religious influences in Quinn’s upbringing are clear. She talks about reincarnation 
in relation to her transition saying, “if I could be reincarnated today, I would choose to be 
female”. She further emplots reincarnation, as a point of synthesis within her transition, in 
honouring a tragedy that happened in her family:  
 
I did have a sister but she passed away, after my brother was born, before I was born. 
She was stillborn. And she was going to be called ‘Quinn’, which is where my name 
came from. Because of course I read about Buddhism growing up, y’know I was a 
Christian, but I also thought she was reincarnated inside of me? Which is obviously 
how I can, before I knew I was transgender, explain what I felt? 
Quinn – Interview 1 
 
This is both spiritually and narratively significant for Quinn, and sees her blend her mother’s 
history with her own religious understanding, in tangent with her own sense of identity in 
transition. She understands herself in the present, through shared, multiple pasts (Ricoeur, 
1986). There are two important elements here. Firstly, Quinn’s access to both Christianity as 
a formal and direct influence on her life is actively lived alongside the cultural influences of 
her family’s Buddhist history, opening Quinn up to a theology that enables her to take account 
and understand her transition, in ways that initially appear impossible in Christianity. Quinn’s 
mum is forced to make these choices in order to meet her needs in a place where her own 
traditions are not available. Quinn’s lived experience of religion and its centrality to her 
identity, challenges religious separatism and homogeneity, the influence of the forces of 
modernity and its impact on religion, and the stories of diaspora, migration and globalisation 
are present here (Deegalle, 2003; Sian, 2014).   
     Secondly, and most significant here, is the way this sense of blending impacts Quinn’s 
understanding of herself as a trans woman. Quinn’s mother was initially not accepting of her 
transition, but when Quinn was choosing her new name, suggested that she did choose Quinn, 
which was an initial olive branch in repairing their relationship. A synthesis of both 
spiritualities was of benefit to her being able to understand her emerging sense of self as trans, 
and to help her overcome difficult points of discord in developing an accepted sense of self 
(Ricoeur, 1992a). Quinn’s story shows how relationally enacted processes of spiritual blending 
can be beneficial to developing an accepted sense of self as a trans woman. This highlights the 
complexity of religion as a cultural tool and phenomena, but also shows the “considerable 
human creativity, cultural improvisation and construction from diverse elements” (McGuire, 
2008: 185). Engaging narrative furthers this, and helps demonstrate just how important this 
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can be to developing a coherent sense of self in times and spaces in one’s own story, where this 
may feel impossible.  
    In this section I have demonstrated the ways in which my participants have found synthesis 
through processes of spiritual and cultural blending with traditional and emerging religious 
beliefs and practises and explored the creative ways people engage action, belonging and 
comfort in their faith lives. I considered how their critiques of organised religion and 
engagements with reflexive spiritualities are narratively significant, and help to emphasise the 
very rich and nuanced insights engaging with narrative and lived religion can bring. 
 
5.3.2 A “faith shaped gap” 
Finally in this chapter, I introduce my notion of the “faith shaped gap”. Emma exemplifies, 
and indeed conceives this notion. While having left the Catholic church in her teens, she 
outlines a sense of absence in having done so: 
 
It’s always been this, sort of this hole in my life, that sort of faith shaped gap if you like. 
And however much I was kind of repelled by the, all the homophobia and transphobia 
whatever you want to call it, in mainstream religion, there’s always been this part of 
me that is still, like, I suppose I could best describe it as an awareness that I feel of 
something beyond the kind of physical realm. 
Emma 
 
Emma goes on to explain a tangible sense of discord in her religious engagement and 
experiences. Her rejection of institutional, “mainstream” religion was based in an 
uncomfortableness with an authority that rejected her, alongside her invisibility in that space 
as a queer person. But simultaneously, she still felt an affinity to something within those 
religious spaces. Emma subsequently spent time searching for religious alternatives for her to 
get back in touch with something “beyond the physical realm”, that are not only accepting of 
who she is as a trans, lesbian woman, but also meet her spiritual and worship based needs. 
Sociological approaches to those searching or engaging with alternatives to traditional 
religions have in the past been critiqued for engendering a sense of binary, situating 
‘spirituality’ as oppositional to traditional ‘religion’. However, my participants provide a much 
more complicated picture of both social process and lived experience. The either/or distinction 
undermines the complexities between spirituality and religion, and the ways in which people 
discursively construct their own sense of spirituality outside of traditional understandings 
(Ammerman, 2013; Aune, 2015). Emma’s notion of the “faith shaped gap” is a theme 
expressed by my participants who sought spiritual alternatives to traditional religions, but 
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interestingly also resonates with those who no longer identify as religious. I return to Gemma 
and Leigh’s stories to explore this further.  
      While Leigh and Gemma have rejected fundamental parts of religion, including belief in 
God, they both narrate feelings of loss or longing for elements of their church experiences 
which underpinned their sense of self and identity, and which continue to inform their ‘secular 
lives’. For Leigh, this is both tangible and ethereal. As discussed earlier, Leigh recognises the 
benefits of a church community. Casey also echoes this when she says “So the thing that the 
church does, and the church does well is that feeling of belonging when you feel like you don’t 
belong anywhere else”. Leigh discussed with me, ways she had tried to fill this gap, in non-
religious ways. She tells me about having attended Sunday Assembly, a form of secular service 
which intends to bring community to non-religious people. She says community is “the bit that 
I still, well I don’t struggle with, but I miss, is it gave me roots somewhere.” She talks later 
about the closest thing she has come to replacing this as not in a secular service, but in sports, 
describing being able to walk in to a sports centre for a game of tennis and being accepted. 
While Davie (1994) talks about ‘believing without belonging’, there is a sense here of a need to 
‘belong, without believing’. Leigh searches for alternatives to fill this gap, through which she 
might continue to feel a sense of comfort and connection she found in a sense of shared norms 
and values within a community (Enstedt, 2019).  
      But tangible aspects of community and belonging are not the only aspect of her faith that 
she misses. The spiritual is embedded in rituals of Catholic practice, which are now 
inaccessible to Leigh, but are also irreplaceable. She says “I massively miss confession and I 
don’t do it now because I don’t think - well I’m not a practising Catholic”.  Leigh has tried 
meditation, and even compares confession to some functions of counselling, this is not 
something Leigh has been able to recreate outside of the church. Leigh describes, however, the 
feeling she gained from confession as something she has been able to capture and continue as 
part of everyday life, saying “I think that’s something I’ve nurtured myself after I stopped doing 
it”. She talks about reflecting, being open to feeling regret and in turn truly being honest when 
looking back on her life decisions. Her ability to retain this outside of traditional religious 
spaces reflects the individual nature of her spirituality, but it is absolutely embedded, in 
communities of her past, from understandings she gained as a child in church. As Wilcox 
(2009) emphasises, these spiritual resources, particularly in the forms of the ‘tools’ Leigh has 
retained, may be individually engaged, but are centred in shared understandings. For Leigh, 
this is also coupled with what feels like a sense of respect for those who do have belief, while 
she says she has “rejected so much of it”, a sense of awe in something bigger than herself does 




…there’s nothing, nothing that happens on a weekly basis that is so demanding of 
suspension of disbelief ((laughing)) than transubstantiation and I love that. And I love 
it because it goes against everything we know and believe in science and it’s kind of a 
marker that I can do this, I can believe that my rational thought is only part of the 
world and I fit in to a bigger world. And I love that. 
Leigh 
 
Leigh’s discussion of transubstantiation and of confession demonstrates at least two of 
Ammerman’s (2013) taxonomies of spirituality; awe and ritual. While no longer identifying as 
religious, Leigh absolutely engages with discursive techniques which blend her past religious 
experiences to her narration of her self-identity as a non-religious person. Her search for both 
the communal and spiritual in her adult life demonstrates how complex and deep the influence 
of spirituality becomes to a person’s sense of self, even in having rejected multiple aspects of 
the very nature of religion, it is both the tangible and ethereal which she misses.  
      Gemma’s experiences also reflect sentiments of a “faith shaped gap”, and she narrates a 
visceral episode  in her life when this comes to the fore, triggering a brief return to church.  In 
the beginning of this extract, she talks about being on holiday with a friend who she describes 
as a “lapsed Catholic”. They spent time visiting churches –as tourists as opposed to attending 
services - and her friend’s lingering faith made Gemma reminiscent for her own:  
 
… I was watching her, seeing that so much of it was still with her. And it made me think 
a lot about how much of that was still with me. And always had been. And had never 
gone away really in some ways. So I’d had these kind of fights, imaginary fights if you 
like, with ‘The Church’. And I certainly lost any… I’d lost all sense of an objective God. 
But I didn’t think that mattered too much at all. There was kind of a whole theology 
that would account for that. It was a whole part of me that I’d shut down and I was 
sad about that, because it was like, ‘how come you get to have that?’ … I thought, I 
wonder if I could go back to church, I wonder what that would feel like? Erm and I’ve 
gotta get the timings of this right, because actually since I’ve been in touch with you 
obviously I’ve been thinking about it a lot… I think it’s so significant that my mother 
had become very ill. And at that time she was sort of deteriorating, but at home. And I 
went back to church, to the church I’d gone to as a student. And clearly now this was a 
very different church… the congregation was completely different, and it was made up 
of asylum seekers and it had become really politicised, so it’s serendipitous I’m here. 
And I started going, and I quite liked the anonymity of it, and then I thought no I 
shouldn’t be here, this is fraud, I’m a fraud, I don’t belong and it’s not right. I don’t 
believe in half of this I can’t be taking communion… I felt, in my younger days I was 
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like I was gonna change the world and it was erm, my faith was all about that. Then 
when I went back the second time I thought oh I find this quite comforting, and I 
thought that’s because I’m now old. And I thought oh that’s odd, and erm, I started 
going there, but then my mother died and I haven’t been back since. And suddenly it all 
felt very alienating again. 
Gemma 
 
Gemma’s narrative is complex and interweaving across time. It is characterised by an 
oscillation between two contrapuntal and discordant voices, one of wonder and one of fraud 
(Gilligan et al, 2006). Gemma repeats both these words within this narrative, and the arc of 
her story flows between the two, as she reflects on both her actions and her sense of self across 
her life course. A significant point of emplotment in this narrative surrounds her mother’s 
illness (Ricoeur, 1992a). While Gemma had flickers of longing and loss surrounding faith, 
observing her friend for example, she openly interprets her return to a church as having 
occurred in response to a period of personal difficulty. She positions this cautiously, but 
causally. Gemma’s return to the church subsequently triggers a more extensive point of 
reflection and wonder. This intrigue draws on a sense of herself in the past and invites 
comparisons on the purpose of her faith across her life. 
     The transformation in the purpose of Gemma’s faith is significant to her sense of self. In 
her youth, the purpose was to “save the world”. As explored earlier, Gemma values the ethical 
grounding and commitment to equality she received from the church, with this permeating 
and influencing her lived experiences long after she had left the church. She begins to wonder 
now, however, if it may have been a mistake to “shut down” that which she defines as “a whole 
part of me”. Gemma narrates a sense of permeance with her faith, it is “still with her”, and she 
tries to reclaim it (Ricoeur, 1994). The serendipity of returning to a church from her past that, 
too, has transformed over time into a politicised model with which she is familiar initially 
signals comfort, familiarity.  
     However, this sense of wonder in her return is very quickly replaced by a contrapuntal voice 
of fraudulence, of alienation. There are elements of embodied change, as she values the 
anonymity of her attendance now she is older, rather than a sense of collective she sought in 
her youth. This fraudulence is enhanced by a visceral sense of inauthenticity of self and of 
belief. This becomes clear through a fragment of an ‘I poem’ (Gilligan et al, 2006) in which she 
says “I’m a fraud, I don’t belong, it’s not right, I don’t believe, I can’t be taking communion”. 
The emphatic nature of this discordance overrides the sense of serendipity and wonder, and 
she is unable to access the sense of comfort she initially sought and felt. This is reflected in the 
very definitive, even jarring way this extract closes, with the death of her mother, which also 
brings an abrupt end to trying to close the gap left by her faith. We see here a very complex 
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sense of discordance between Gemma’s sense of herself as the same over time, and a sense of 
who she has become, how she has changed. The dialectic between ‘selfhood and sameness’, 
may not always be comfortable, and an intense sense of discord is present here, in the way 
Gemma understands and narrates who she is, which once again sees her leave her faith identity 
(Ricoeur, 1986, Ricoeur, 1994).  
     Maintaining morals and ethics learned through faith is something Leigh also continues to 
value highly.  Emplotment again is key in this following extract, where Leigh demonstrates 
how her Catholic upbringing directly influences her behaviour and choices, long after leaving 
the church. Leigh describes a friendship she has with a married, gay woman, who makes it 
obvious there could be something more between them. Leigh reflects how she actively engages 
with her Catholic history when faced with a moral dilemma;  
 
I remember at that point going back to my upbringing and my morals and my ethics 
and actually, in some senses there were things that when I was still a practising 
Catholic when I was younger, that I had really, I had really entrenched in me. And I 
had decided they were my values, and so when it happened, and the point came where 
she invited me round to her house when her wife was away, and I was like no. That’s 
just, that’s not who I am. That’s not what – the bits that I’ve chosen from my 
upbringing, the bits that hold me to be me, that’s not in them – so I’m not doing that…  
All of the stuff I was brought up on; doing my first communion, doing my confirmation, 
all of the sitting in church and that formulated part of my ethics. And I’ve rejected a 
whole load of it, coz I think it’s nonsense. But there’s also a load that makes really good 
sense to me.  
Leigh 
 
Behaviours rooted in moral codes learned in childhood tend to “colour the life of the 
individual'', even if a new path is taken (Enstedt, Larsson and Maintsinen 2019: 3), and Leigh 
reflects how this informed her future self, long after she abandoned the label ‘Catholic’. Leigh 
emplots very formal parts of Catholicism - first communion, confirmation and physically being 
in church - as significant to her making the right decision when it mattered. She recognises 
who she is, and most significantly, who she is not, curating a sense of self through the past. 
These teachings informed who she has become, this upbringing actualises her decisions and 
actions in later life (Lawler 2014). Leigh returns to tangible, embodied experiences of learning 
and practise in religious spaces for a sense of self understanding. The way her narrative self is 
constructed demonstrates how experiences of religion are not always fixed (McGuire 2008), 
and even long after leaving religion, its influence is hugely complex.  
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     I close this chapter by returning to Gemma’s story. Although she did not feel comfortable 
returning to church, Gemma reflects ways she still accesses the ethereal and spiritual, as she 
sees these as present in human life more broadly. Gemma blends both the tangible and 
spiritual in the form of art, narrating this as a source of comfort. You cannot touch or be 
present within music or beauty itself, but it is something that you feel and sense even in a 
secular understanding of the world:  
 
It’s the spiritual thing that’s never left me. I cannot help but think we are 
quintessentially human by being quintessentially spiritual. It’s interesting with Steven 
Hawking dying ((recently)) looking at what he said about there is no hereafter, there 
is no heaven, I don’t think I ever believed in those things anyway, I don’t think that’s 
what comes to you with spirituality. And I know these are debates, but when you listen 
to Mahler, Mozart, when you look at Georgia O’Keeffe, there is something intensely 
spiritual if you understand things in a secular way, for me, definitely. 
Gemma 
 
Here I have highlighted the way religion both tangibly and spiritually permeate, influence and 
inform Gemma and Leigh’s identities. They weave the significance of their religious 
upbringing throughout their now ‘secular' self-understanding. They both engage with what 
Ammerman (2013) has defined as an ‘extra-theistic cultural package’, in which their 
spiritualities are still experienced outside of religious spaces, and even alongside their 
identification as non-religious or ex-religious people. Their spirituality is no longer anchored 
in ritual, in the theological or in the authority of institutions – much of this they have resolutely 
rejected. However, their spirituality is now located in a central sense of their self, in what they 
have learned and experienced. It is also connected to community, to nature and to beauty. 
These things bring comfort. While they reject the notion of a transcendental deity or even faith, 
they attempt to assuage any longing for this in different ways. They can keep hold of the sense 
of the transcendental – but it is unclear whether this is sufficient enough to fill that “faith 
shaped gap”.  
 
5.4 Conclusion 
In this chapter I have explored the ways my participants understand and explain their reasons 
for leaving religion, and considered how this impacts their sense of self and identity as LGBTQ 
women. I have demonstrated useful conceptual interlinking between narrative and lived 
religion, as a means to gain further, nuanced understanding of the complex, messy and melded 
ways people come to leave religious institutions, be this because of exclusion, non-belief or to 
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seek alternatives. This chapter contains two key themes. First, I explored the complex ways 
my participants narrate their reasons for leaving religion, emphasising how this is socially 
mediated and rarely singular. I demonstrated the importance of considering the intersectional 
nature of these experiences, highlighting the intrinsic ways LGBTQ exclusion informs and is 
bound up in problematic notions of gender inequality in religious spaces. I explored my 
participants frustrations with compulsory heterosexuality, their rejections of patriarchal 
religious structures and the draw of feminist theologies. Further to this, I explored the ways 
non-belief is also temporally narrated as significant to their reasons for leaving. Second, I 
explored the creative ways my participants engage processes of spiritual and cultural blending 
in their faith lives, and how this engenders narrative synthesis in their lived experiences as 
LGBTQ women.  I considered how their critiques of organised religion and engagements with 
reflexive spiritualities are narratively significant to retaining and maintaining the comforting 
aspects of faith and spirituality. Finally, I outlined my notion of “the faith shaped gap”, 
exploring the ways my participants who have left religion narrate a sense of missing the 
comforts they once felt through faith. While this is a chapter which focuses on my participants 
who have left religion, and the difficulties they have encountered, many of the stories here also 
contain notions of comfort. In many ways, even when my participants have left religious 
institutions, they narrate an intrinsic sense of understanding, and missing, what comforts 
community, spirituality and ultimately, faith, can bring. In the next chapter, I continue to 
focus, in part on stories of difficulty, as I consider LGBTQ mental health an experiences of 






6: “We’ll help you to fix this”  
 
6. 1 Introduction  
I argue throughout this thesis for the foregrounding of positive stories of comfort, integration 
and transformation. However, it would be empirically obtuse and sociologically disingenuous 
to ignore the fact that amongst my participants, and for many people who identify as LGBTQ 
and religious, there remains stories of intense difficulty and damage. Research in this field has 
dedicated important empirical attention to the difficulties present in the ‘reconciliation’ or 
‘management’ of LGBTQ religious identities. Across different areas of this thesis thus far I 
have discussed just how varied responses to these difficulties are: from established research 
on extensive social negotiation and strategies for managing conflict (see chapter 2.4.2), to the 
introduction of my arguments on the reconceptualization of conflict and relational uses of 
emerging hermeneutical understanding (see chapter 4), alongside those who blend, meld or 
leave religion (see chapter 5). My research shows just how complex and varied this intersection 
is, and that experiences are by no means homogenous. Hearing and understanding stories is 
of course vital. My focus here is in not only understanding negative experiences at these 
intersections as a form of sociological exploration, but also in considering how to protect those 
who experience the negativities and their associated harms.  
     All of my participants discussed as part of their experiences the impacts of homophobia or 
transphobia. It is important to acknowledge that narratives of exclusion and rejection 
pervaded their social lives and their understandings of LGBTQ identities and experiences, 
often before they ‘came out’ to themselves or others. The range of their experiences is far-
reaching, from micro-aggressions and risk management in avoiding disclosure, to familial or 
community rejection and, as outlined in chapter 2, forms of conversion therapy. Each 
discussed undercurrents of homophobic and transphobic messages entrenched in social life; 
from families and friends, in wider culture, in the media or societal structures. They reflexively 
interpret the ways this has influenced their actions, stories and identities across myriad areas 
of their life, often in direct regards to the interweaving of their LGBTQ and faith identities. 
These narratives permeate their lived experiences and self-understandings (Somers and 
Gibson, 1994). Significantly, this has often occurred in tandem with difficulties with their 
mental health, and I position this chapter within important, emerging contexts and discussion 
of mental health, LGBTQ identities and intersections of religious experience. 
     This chapter takes two interrelated points of focus. First, I consider the ways in which 
experiences of mental health difficulties are narratively significant within stories of LGBTQ 
religious identities. I have chosen to focus on May’s story because of its very powerful sense of 
faith, relationality and transformation. May’s journey across time encapsulates some very 
conflicting and difficult experiences shared by some of my other participants, which are socio-
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temporal, relational and crucial to hear. I explore the ways in which her mental health 
difficulties are actively emplotted within her story.  May does this within contexts of negative 
messaging and exclusion, from societal and religious sources, but through her use of 
emplotment, May’s story becomes one of transformation and integration. The second part of 
this chapter continues these themes, and considers some of my participant’s explicit 
experiences of conversion therapy. Focusing on the stories of Daisy, Izzy, Jennifer, Phoebe and 
Quinn, I explore the ways religious organisations package conversion therapy as based in 
acceptance and support, but with an engrained necessity to ‘fix’ unwanted feelings and 
expressions of identity.  Further to this, I again explore the ways mental health difficulties are 
emplotted within experiences of conversion therapy, and the damaging nature of these 
experiences. I move on to consider how narratives of being “true to yourself” are central to 
overcoming these messages. I conclude this chapter by highlighting the ways my participants 
both express and evidence the need for increased safeguarding and mental health policies to 
protect vulnerable LGBTQ people.   
 
6.2 LGBTQ faith and narratives of mental health 
The manifestation and prevalence of mental health difficulties amongst LGBTQ people is 
receiving increased, and necessary, attention.  A number of large scale research projects 
demonstrate that in the UK LGBTQ people report a higher prevalence of mental health 
difficulties, with LGBTQ youth, most worryingly, at higher risk of suicide and self-harm, than 
their heterosexual counterparts (McDermott, Hughes and Rawlings, 2016; Government 
Equalities Office, 2018). Stonewall’s LGBTQ Health Survey (Bachman and Gooch, 2018) found 
that 52% of LGBTQ people had suffered from depression in the last year. 46% of trans people 
had thought about taking their own life. Further to this, it is acknowledged that LGBTQ people 
of faith can face increased and complex social and psychological challenges. The navigation of 
negative messages in religious spaces, which can also extend into family structures and 
cultural manifestations in the wider community, in the form of both macro and 
microaggressions have a significant impact on marginalised communities long term physical 
and mental health (Jaspel and Cinerella, 2012; Garret Walker and Torres, 2016).  LGBTQ 
religious people exposed to non-affirming religious messages are at risk of increased 
internalized homophobia, depression, anxiety, guilt, alienation and isolation, low self-esteem, 
self-harm and suicidal ideation (Barnes and Meyer 2012, Subhi and Geelan 2012, Meladze and 
Brown 2015). The continuation and growth of research exposing and serving to address the 
extent of this problem is much needed,  as was the UK government’s ‘Action Plan’ on LGBTQ 
health and wellbeing. However, the promises of this – including a commitment to ‘ban’ 
conversion therapy - we are largely yet to see (LGBTQ Action Plan, 2018). The need to extend 
the provision of mental health services is paramount for the general population across the UK. 
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But in addition, nuanced, directed explorations of mental health amongst marginalised 
groups, informed by sociological research may also be epistemologically illuminative,  
particularly in considering lived experience. Furthermore, this could be especially useful in 
helping LGBTQ religious people manage and understand the specific social, cultural and 
individual complexities of their experiences. My research speaks to a manifest need for 
increased understanding of both LGBTQ mental health and experiences of conversion therapy. 
I argue that sociological storytelling and the amplification of the voices of LGBTQ people is 
hugely beneficial (Plummer, 1995; Lawler, 2002) to expanding understandings of the mental 
health implications and experiences at intersections of sexuality, gender and religion, to which 
my research contributes.  
     As discussed in chapter 3.3.4 I did not ask my participants direct questions about mental 
health (in terms of ‘confirmed diagnoses’, for example) for ethical reasons, but also because 
the lived experiences of mental health go beyond and are more complex than the clinical and 
diagnostic. I anticipated that mental health difficulties would be a feature of my participants’ 
narratives, based on both my reflexive experience and developing academic understanding, 
and I prepared for this eventuality. While I cannot claim that this sample is necessarily 
representative of all LGBTQ religious experiences, it is significant that more than half (13) of 
my participants openly and freely disclosed or discussed experiences in relation to their 
mental health. This includes, but is not limited to, depression, anxiety, self-harm and suicidal 
ideation, or disclosure that they have previously or were currently engaged in forms of therapy 
or counselling. My trans participants are, of course, also required to undergo forms of 
psychological assessment as part of medicalised elements of transition. I want to make clear 
that I am in no way making claims about cause and effect here, but highlight that the lived 
experiences of my participants appear to support established understandings that LGBTQ 
people are over- represented in experiencing difficulties with their mental health. It is not my 
intention, nor do I have the appropriate expertise, to engage in discussions on the causes, 
manifestations and treatments of mental health for LGBTQ religious people. Instead, I 
concentrate on the ways in which their experiences and understandings of their mental health 
are creatively emplotted as intrinsic and important parts of their narratives. They reflect on 
and narrate these difficulties within wider context of the lived histories of LGBTQ people, in 
their understanding of self, and in their lived experiences at intersections of faith, sexuality 
and gender. Significantly, May makes some explicit links between her religious identity, 
understanding and accepting her sexuality and her experiences with mental health. It is to her 




6.2.1 May’s Story 
May found religion when she was in her mid-teens and was confirmed in the Church of 
England at 15 after having a “religious experience in the presence of God”.  She describes this 
experience as “like having an empty box, and suddenly finding that there’s something in it”. 
She says it took her a long time to “get any kind of synthesis” between her emerging sense of 
religion and God with what she also narrates as an intrinsic scientific predilection, having been 
interested and engaged with natural science from a young age, an interest which remained 
throughout her life. A perception of a clash between science and religion was May’s first 
experience of conflict within her sense of self and identity. May felt she was able to reconcile 
her sense of self as a scientist and as a person of faith, because she had been able to talk about 
her concerns and experiences with the church, she felt there was a “pathway to deal with it”. 
While this sense of discord represented a “spanner” that required her to question her own 
understanding and logic she came to find that “… faith and scientific explanation are opposite 
sides, but they can be on the same coin”. May did not feel that the same pathway was available 
when, while at university, she began to realise she was gay. Her faith was positioned and 
understood to be in absolute conflict with her emerging sense of sexuality. Her absorption and 
understating of negative messages about homosexuality, emanating within both wider society 
and the church, had a very profound impact on her mental health. May explicitly links risk of 
suicide and the difficulties of reconciling LGBTQ and religious identities. I explore the complex 
and multifaceted ways she does this in the following three extracts. Here, May narrates 
wanting and needing to “change” her sexuality, and this is enmeshed with discordant 
difficulties of this not being realised: 
 
But it means you get in to that vicious cycle of I am [gay], accept that, now I want to 
change. This, you need to be fixed. That’s why again it’s other women of y’know my 
age, there is that common experience of we want God to change us, what does it take? 
God, fix me. And it doesn’t happen…  And you’ve got nothing to compare that too. And 
the only inputs again are the ones that say well if God hasn’t fixed you, perhaps you 
weren’t sincere in asking for it, perhaps you haven’t prayed hard enough. You were 
asking for it but you didn’t really want to give it up. Y’know, you’re having suicidal 
thoughts, you want to give it up! And the only things you hear are the ones that blame 
you for the fact you haven’t changed, because God’s not fixing you because it’s all your 
fault. And from then it’s a very small step to, well if God loves me he’d fix me. And the 
next step is well God hasn’t fixed me perhaps they’re right, perhaps God does hate me. 
And you get that isolation. 




Throughout our interview, May interweaves the use of both first person and second person. I 
argue she does this for important relational and narrative reasons. While this is May’s story, 
it is narrated  in her timeline and in our interview, she firmly locates her story as a shared one, 
experienced by many of her generation. Her own understanding of herself is significantly 
emplotted in a shared sense of lived experience. Understanding that others experienced this 
too brings a vital element of concordance in May’s story, from the position of the past, into her 
present and future. May’s use of ‘you’ is a tool she uses to locate herself within broader socio-
historic narratives, which help her tell her story, but also give her purpose (to which I return, 
below).  I utilised ‘I poems’ (Gillian et al, 2011)16 across these extracts, in order to attend to the 
multiplicity and complexity of voices present. When considering May’s use of ‘I’ here, common 
LGBTQ religious narratives, or voices, of deviance, blame, sin and guilt resonate; “I am gay… 
now I want to change”, “well if God loves me he’d fix me”, “perhaps God does hate me”. 
However, when attending to May’s use of ‘you’ in addition, further complex and multi-voiced 
narratives come to the forefront. May’s voice remains present, but this is accompanied by the 
shared voice and experience of “other women… my age”. Significantly this is conversationally 
interlaced with the responses of a harsh, counter narrative; the exclusionary voice of the 
church. These voices overlap as they are exuded, for example in; “you need to be fixed”, 
“common experience of we want God to change us”, “perhaps you haven’t prayed hard 
enough”, “you’re having suicidal thoughts”, “God’s not fixing you because it’s all your fault”. 
The strength of the negative voices resonates deeply and dangerously, pushing the narrative 
forward. They become especially significant when considering the ways in which May emplots 
these messages as influential to her mental health difficulties, particularly in suicidal ideation.  
She reflects from the position of the present on what feels like the almost inevitable, and 
processual, grinding down of her resolve:  
 
And looking back on it, you can kind of put things in perspective, but you can also see 
that some things were real and you can’t fix it, which I know now. But yet you get so 
trapped into that loop, and that’s where you get to the point of, you are feeling suicidal. 
You are going to do it. Y’know I remember the night I was planning it. I had the house 
to myself, nobody would stop me, nobody would find me, I had everything I need and, 
just, sitting there. Y’know you have absolutely nothing. You just can’t live any longer, 
you’re just ripped apart inside. You can’t reach out there… That night changed things, 
coz it’s like, you’re a little puppy, the runt of the litter - and it’s that tiny last gasp of 
energy to just get in to your hands – y’know, when there is nothing, you just have God. 
And it was like kind of crawling into God’s hand and just being felt. Just knowing, it’s 
 
16 See appendix 5 
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OK, God loves me, He does love me. And everything in my head, all the knowledge was 
no, no, no, no, no. Again, it’s that God does love me. And when you go through a night 
like that, you don’t come out of it the same way. That. That changes you… And I took a 
long, long, long, long time to work through that, but I was always gonna live from that 
point. 
May – Interview 1 
 
Again there are many voices present here, and while ‘you’ is used in the early lines of this 
extract, May’s use of ‘I’ is much more consistent, as she explicitly emplots the significance of 
the night of her planned suicide to her sense of becoming herself in the present. First, reflective 
contrapuntal voices of ends and beginnings emerge (Gilligan, et al, 2006). In May’s clear and 
vivid memory of her plan she narrates, from the position of the present, how she saw and 
remembered herself and her feelings at the time. She was at an end, she had “nothing”, she 
was “ripped apart inside”. But contrapuntally contrasted with that, and significant to her 
survival, May also narrates a sense of herself as new; the ‘runt of the litter’, invokes metaphors 
of birth, alongside an emerging and accepted sense of vulnerability. May recognises and even 
begins to give in to a need for help, comfort and protection. Here, the last use of her energy 
sees her open herself up to be comforted by God. A second contrapuntal voice of ‘knowledge’ 
undergoes a profound shift in light of this. The ‘knowledge’ she had, derived in negative social 
and religious messages, remains strong, but the presence and comfort of God is emplotted as 
stronger, more significant, and ultimately her ‘knowledge’ of God’s love draws an important 
sense of synthesis out of acute discordance (Ricoeur, 1992a). May narrates this as vital to her 
survival. While she recognises that this processes of change and acceptance as processual, and 
enacted over time, the night May did not commit suicide is a crucial point of synthesis and 
concordance.  
     The sense of endings and nothings leaves her only a conviction in God. He is all that remains 
- not the church or the bible and the ‘knowledge’ which cemented the homophobic 
manifestations of her religion, but the love God has for her. As explored in chapter 4.3.1, the 
shift in authority to self, away from the dominance of church teachings was important for May, 
and led her to engage in her own expansive learning and understanding of queer hermeneutics 
(Yip, 2005). Crucially, however, this engagement was made possible by this event, this night. 
She was led to this damaging point, by the church and by wider society, but she was led away 
from this by her own, intrinsic sense of God. This is especially meaningful when considering 
lived religion and the shifting, multifaceted and messy ways that faith changes in both its 
function and coherence over time. Like stories of our lives, stories of faith are always adapting 
and growing (McGuire, 2008). Faith cannot and should not be considered static and in May’s 
case these shifts are critically important for her survival. The significance of this event, and 
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the synthesis emerging from it changed and shifted the focus of May’s religious priorities. A 
shift towards self, authority and love of God draws a vital sense of belonging into May’s 
understanding of her faith, and in turn of herself, which begins to release some of the voices 
of burden, guilt and blame underpinning her decision to end her life.  
     The significance of this night to May’s story and to her sense of self, is clear. This is a 
profound turning point which is, of course, incredibly narratively significant. She recognises 
it as an absolute point of change, that she would not be the same after it. There is a very 
powerful sense of a new beginning; of becoming concordantly understood in her present, while 
recognising the importance of events rooted in her past. As Ricoeur emphasises, we become 
who we are through the interpretation of our own experiences, and this hold a capacity for 
transfiguration (Ricoeur, 1992a.) It is impossible not to come out of something like this 
unchanged, and she acknowledges that this took time, but the concordant nature and firm 
narration of this as a point of synthesis derives from and within her identity. It could be argued 
that May’s use of ‘you’ may also serve an additional function; as a mean of protection in the 
telling of her own traumatic story. By situating her story as part of a wider narrative, it helps 
May take a step away from it. While this may be the case, I argue that her use of ‘you’ is 
purposeful and dynamic, it demonstrates a relational, shared, intrinsic and lived 
understanding of the dangers of homophobic religious messaging. May emplots these as 
significant in her understanding of why she, and others, feel pushed to suicide, maintaining 
the narrative relationality with other religious LGBTQ women (Barton, 2010; Subhi and 
Geelan, 2012). But May moves to use ‘I’ when talking about the trauma and impact directly- 
she owns and values the difficulties of her own experience. This is significant because of the 
way she emplots and understands the narrative centrality of her mental health to her past, but 
also brings important synthesis and concordance in how this helps her understand her present 
and her future, to which I now turn.  
     May’s relationship with God brought her through this most difficult of nights and she 
continued to work through these difficulties, over many years of her life, utilising approaches 
to transformation in her understanding of queer theological hermeneutics, but most 
significantly, in paying forward her experiences (see chapter 4.3.3). May is now actively 
involved in bringing about change within the church, but also in the LGBTQ community. She 
was paramount in bringing and developing Christian representation at her local pride events, 
with a focus on encouragement, but also on safeguarding. In this final extract, May reflects on 
how her experiences inform not only her own sense of self, but how they can be used to help 
others: 
 
Hence all this stuff with conversion therapy, it’s a total safeguarding issue. And when 
you hear people say ‘well if somebody wants it why shouldn’t we be able to give it to 
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them?’ Because I would have wanted it. If the internet had been around in the late 70s, 
I would have been googling these things, I’d have been finding these things out, I’d be 
going to them and I would have signed in blood. And I wouldn’t be here. Y’know, 
because when you get to that final thread, d’you know, you don’t need anything else. 
Those things are totally, totally, totally wrong, because it’s people when they’re 
vulnerable. And actually at the time I didn’t like it when I realised I was a vulnerable 
person in those days. But I got over that y’know. Because it’s when people like me can 
say that – I should have been treated like a vulnerable person, and you’ll say that to 
people who know you and they’ll say ‘wait a minute – her? The bolshie git, vulnerable?’ 
Y’know, it just introduces something that doesn’t fit that gets people to stop and think 
about it. And you should have those conversations. And I can say there was a time 
when I would have wanted that, and that’s when people have that second thought. It’s 
not quite as black and white as they thought it was. And that’s part of why if we get in 
to these sorts of conversations, I decided to tell people about the night of my suicide 
attempt. Because to me it was the past. And it wasn’t the case of something you’d 
buried, but something you see as part of the past and you work up from it.   
May, Interview 1 
 
May reflexively understands and actively engages the power of stories (Plummer, 1995); 
telling and narrating her past is central to her own sense of becoming, while simultaneously 
emplotted as bringing both drive and necessity to help others. This is underpinned in the 
final line of this extract. May acknowledges that while her experiences are “part of the past”, 
they are not something to be “buried”. Instead they have acute significance and purpose in 
the present. While they were difficult, perhaps even damaging, her mental health 
difficulties and risk of suicide remain a valuable source of understanding not only to herself 
and identity, but in her being able to help others. These are experiences May has “work[ed] 
up from”; a sense of struggle arguably resonating in her use of “up” echoes that this was 
difficult, but simultaneously profound and compelling. Narratively, May sees how her past 
life represented a previous sense of self, from which she has grown and changed across time 
(Lawler, 2008). A recognition and acceptance of her own vulnerability, which we saw above 
in her ‘puppy’ metaphor returns again in the final extract. May’s realisation that she is 
immersed in vulnerability and risk is a point of emplotment. She recognises the value of 
telling her story, and the benefits is has not only for her, but for others. She chooses to have 
these conversations and share these stories when they are necessary. In doing so May 
demonstrates the processual nature of self, sociologically and purposefully (Plummer, 
1995). She highlights messages of change and transformation to other people who may be 
surprised by her story. May’s own understanding of herself as vulnerable helps her make 
134 
 
sense of who she is in her present, knowing this was damaging in the past. She works to 
share this understanding in order to help protect others from harm. 
    In previous extracts, I have shown how May’s use of ‘you’ symbolises the importance to her 
past self of finding and locating her story in shared experience. She continues to do so here, 
but shifts her own reflective positionality and walks through time in a different direction (Neal 
et al, 2017). She begins to reflect forward, hypothetically shifting socio-historic, technological 
and cultural contexts. This enables May to consider how her story may have been different, 
should she be experiencing this today, or if different opportunities for searching information 
were available to her. She projects through and across time, in both imagined pasts and 
futures. However, the story ends abruptly, again with her (potential) suicide, when she states 
that she “wouldn’t be here” had she had access to or been exposed to conversion therapy. The 
danger is the significant element that remains and it is this understanding of her own 
experience, interweaved with her own knowledge of current and continuing damaging 
religious practises that is significant here. In positioning herself with part of a community, 
through emplotment and across her life course – even in periods of isolation, the experiences 
remains shared in active reflection –  she is able to narrate how important it is to share her 
story and messages of safeguarding and protection for the benefit of those who follow.  
     In this section I have explored the complex ways in which May directly emplots her 
experiences and understandings of mental health and suicidal ideation with the difficulties in 
understanding her LGBTQ and religious identities. While she talks of periods of isolation and 
reflection, these experiences are socially mediated, derived and embedded within publicly 
circulating religious and social narratives, which fore fronted homophobia. But further to this, 
May reflexively, and purposefully, positions her story as shared and relationally understood. 
This is significant to her building an accepted and coherent sense of self, understood as 
emerging from and constructed within the past.  But she also does this into the future, as her 
interpretation of her past influences and informs her identity as she key part of the community, 
one in which the powerful use of stories can be harnessed to protect others. One of May’s key 
concerns is the continued, damaging practice of conversion therapy. It is to this issue that I 
now turn.  
 
6.3 Framing conversion therapy and spiritual counselling; a sociological 
exploration 
As discussed in chapter 2.4.2, conversion, reparative or reorientation therapy is a harmful 
practice offered by religious organisations as a form of ‘therapeutic’ or spiritual assistance in 
which LGBTQ people can be helped in changing their sexual orientation, challenge ‘unwanted 
attractions’ or ‘remove’ feelings of gender dysphoria. Such practices have myriad forms and 
longstanding historical origins, however the form most familiar today developed in the mid-
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20th century. It grew particularly in the US but also in Europe, as a response to the 
categorisation of homosexuality as a ‘mental disorder’ which could, therefore, be treated 
(Johnston and Jenkins, 2006; Meanley et al 2020). Conversion therapy has historical 
derivation in, and drew influence from, elements of psychoanalysis, including notions of 
‘treatment’, which often centres the use of talking therapies, which initially were presented as 
rendering a sense of scientific and therapeutic credence (Drescher, 1998). However, the 
subsequent delisting of homosexuality as a ‘disorder’ both in the US and UK, alongside 
increased changes in social attitudes saw a significant paradigmatic shift away from 
medicalised discourse and towards acceptance and affirmation of homosexuality as a sexual 
identity. In turn the credibility, effectiveness and ethical implications of ‘therapeutic’ 
interventions to  ‘change’ a person’s sexuality became resolutely, and necessarily, called into 
question. Despite professional and medical evidential support that conversion therapy is an 
invalid and harmful ‘pseudoscience’, it remains a tool in which religious LGBTQ people are 
subjected or invited to engage attempts to ‘cure’, ‘change’ or help ‘diminish unwanted feelings’ 
in relation to their sexuality and gender identity. This is especially evidenced amongst the 
religious right, where a now-debunked clinical practice has evolved into a political movement 
supporting anti-gay sentiments, underpinned by a dangerous permeation of medicalisation 
and conservative religious discourse (Drescher, 1998; Cramer et al 2008; Grace 2008).   
     Conversion therapy has become the focus of increased media and policy attention in recent 
years in the UK. It is often assumed that these harmful approaches are not particularly 
common in the UK, and are more prevalent in the US, where their use is, arguably, more 
widespread. However, the UK Government’s National LGBTQ Survey – the largest of its kind 
- shed significant light on this issue in the context of the UK. The survey showed that 5% of 
respondents to the survey had been offered forms of conversion therapy, and a further 2% had 
undertaken it. The majority had been offered this by a religious group or organisation 
(Government Equalities Office, 2018). In response to this, the Ozanne Foundation’s (2018)17 
Faith and Sexuality Survey sought to further investigate the role of religious belief on 
experiences of sexuality in the UK, with specific focus on understanding the extent of and 
damage caused by conversion therapy. This report, I would argue, is the most extensive 
exploration of conversion therapy in the UK to date. It emphasises the harm, particularly in 
terms of mental health and emotional and spiritual wellbeing, that exposure to conversion 
therapy can cause. It highlights that religious belief and internalised homophobia are factors 
driving people to engage with conversion therapy and also supports research arguing that the 
practice is largely unsuccessful. The abhorrent nature of conversion therapy was further 
 
17 The Ozanne Foundation is a UK charity committed to working globally with religious organisations to “eliminate 
discrimination based on sexuality or gender”. It is spearheaded by Jayne Ozanne, an Evangelical Christian who was 
subject to conversion therapy https://ozanne.foundation/  
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exposed by the UK media, with extensive work, (which arguably could be considered as covert 
autoethnography, although very unlikely to be given academic ethical approval) by Patrick 
Strudwick, a journalist who put themselves through conversion therapy and documented the 
extensive damage it caused medically, psychologically and personally (Strudwick, 2011).  
Further to this Vicky Beeching’s (2018)18 biography was met with both praise and derision for 
her honest and frank account of her experiences of conversion therapy in the Evangelical 
church in both the UK and US. In response to this increasing media, legal and political 
pressure the UK government vowed to bring forward proposals to outlaw the practice. Two 
years on we are still waiting, with widespread condemnation raised at the government’s recent 
decision to open up (and then swiftly close) public consultation on the practice once again, 
despite already promising its removal (Hunte, 2020).  
     Academic focus on conversion therapy largely lies in the fields of psychology and 
counselling, emphasising the psychological harm and increased risk of negative health 
outcomes associated with it. Vitally, the majority of this research also emphasises that the 
practice has no clinical basis, and simply does not work (Haldeman, 2002; Flentje, Heck and 
Cochran, 2014; Ryan et al 2020). There is increasing focus, informed by psychological 
endeavours, on therapeutic and social care interventions necessary in order to support those 
overcoming the damages caused by conversion therapy. This research is increasingly centring 
mixed methods approaches, embracing qualitative and narrative influence, bringing 
important focus on lived experiences (Johnston and Jenkins 2006, Maccio 2010, Sik Ying Ho 
and Hu 2016). However, sociological attention and focus on conversion therapy remains 
somewhat limited. To the best of my knowledge, there is no sociologically focused research on 
the practice of conversion therapy as enacted by religious organisations and faith groups in a 
UK context. My research highlights the much needed exploration of conversion therapy from 
a sociological perspective in order to feed into and support larger conversations on policy, 
mental health and safeguarding, but also in helping develop understanding of the ways 
religious organisations which reject LGBTQ identities react to people who come out within 
their congregations. I cannot and do not claim to speak on behalf of all these experiences, but 
once again, lived experience is central to moving this conversation forward, and it is my 
participants’ stories and experiences which I now consider in order to open discussions of this 
phenomenon through a sociological lens. 
     The complexity of conversion therapy, and empirical investigation of it, is compounded in 
its lack of definition or solid foundation. My participants did not necessarily label what they 
experienced as ‘conversion therapy’ directly, and the language used to describe and categorise 
these practices is shifting and changing as legislation to prevent and safeguard is slowly 
 
18 Vicky Beeching was a well-known Christian musician and recording artist in the UK and US. She was ostracised 
from the Evangelical community, and no longer performs, after coming out a gay. https://vickybeeching.com/  
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incorporated.  However, several of my participants were offered, encouraged to take part in or 
were subject to what they describe as ‘spiritual counselling’ or religious practises of repentance 
and deliverance in equivalence with the purpose of conversion therapy; to counsel them, 
personally and spiritually, out of and manage their feelings associated with ‘non-normative’ 
gender and sexual identities. I consider any incident in which this happens to be homophobic 
and/or transphobic because it involves an active approach to mitigating or removing any or 
all manifestations of non-heterosexuality or gender variance. These processes without doubt 
negatively impacted their sense of self-acceptance, identity and their lived experiences of 
sexuality, gender and religion. Again their vulnerability to and experiences of mental health 
difficulties are present here.   
     In this section I focus on the stories of Daisy, Phoebe and Quinn, who discussed in our 
interview their experiences, spiritually and therapeutically, of attempts by themselves and 
others to change, manage or diminish ‘unwanted’ feelings in relation to their sexuality and 
gender identity. Further to this, I include Jennifer and Izzie’s stories as they narrated a sense 
of risk of being exposed to these practices, along with an understanding of their damaging 
nature, while not being engaged or exposed to them directly.  My focus here is fourfold; first, 
these stories demonstrate the ways conversion therapy is labelled, framed and enacted as a 
function of love and support by church leadership as a means to encourage LGBTQ 
parishioners (or those as risk of identifying as such) to take part. Secondly, I explore the ways 
my participants emplot and understand, when reflecting from the position of the present, 
practices which encourage them to deny a part of themselves as damaging to their mental 
health and sense of self. Third, I move on to explore how my participants use narratives of 
‘being true to yourself’ as vital for overcoming the negative impact of these experiences. 
Finally, I let my participants voice reflections on policy, safeguarding and protection. 
 
6.3.1 “We’ll help you to fix this” 
Relatively little is known, in the UK, about the ways in which LGBTQ religious people are 
encouraged or approached by religious organisations to take part in conversion therapy. There 
are academic explorations of discourses engaged by US organisations who define and 
advertise, openly and proudly, as ‘Ex-Gay ministries’; groups who promote themselves as 
having successfully prevented people from engaging in a ‘homosexual lifestyles’ and activities 
(Grace, 2008). The context in the UK is somewhat different, and my participants were not 
engaged with external organisations as such (which is not to say they do not exist). Their 
experiences are embedded within their own religious communities. For them, conversion 
therapies largely come in the form of spiritual counselling and prayer-based practices of 
deliverance and confession. Significantly, my participants discuss experiences based in what 
appear, initially, to be forgiving, almost open reactions to disclosure of their sexuality and 
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gender identities which, at the time, felt problematic and unwanted. Daisy’s experiences 
demonstrate this, as she explains in the following extract: 
 
I was very honest with them about my feelings I was having, about my transgender 
kind of feelings. And they were kind of – it was quite interesting. They were very, they 
were OK with it, very accepting, but in a kind of ‘we’ll help you to fix this’ kind of way. 
I went through lots of kind of deliverance type stuff, because they really believe in 
deliverance. They did that a number of times. There was a very strong kind of renewal 
of confessional kind of stuff there, and actually I’m a bit of believer in it, it can be a 
good thing really. And so I spent years kind of failing all the time not to feel like this. 
And you get to the point when you realise that it’s just become a part of who I am, but 
I wasn’t there at that point. I was still deeply embarrassed. So every time I kind of, 
gave in, to something that I felt like I shouldn’t, I just used to go and kind of confess it, 
and they’d pray for me again. And all that kind of stuff went on for years really. 
Daisy – Interview 1 
 
Daisy was met with a sense of acceptance and understanding. But this was underpinned with 
an intrinsic need for her to engage in a process that would help her to be “fixed”. Significantly 
this was something she also felt desperate to achieve (Johnston and Jenkins, 2006) and as 
such she engaged willingly and extensively in spiritual processes which she hoped would 
“cure” her. The language surrounding these approaches appears to be based in notions of care, 
with suggestions of support centring the best of spiritual intentions for the person. But Daisy 
also explained that the church leadership felt there was “a demon at the root of this”, and that 
prayer “would be the only thing to do”. While Daisy was met with “acceptance” and support, 
this was not for who she felt she may be - as a trans person - but to repress and “fix” these 
feelings, to prevent her from sinning. Messages of rejection are abundantly clear. 
     There are two significant, discordant, contrapuntal narrative elements in this extract; one 
of shame, and one of renewal (Gilligan, et al 2006). Daisy positions embarrassment as 
fundamental to the cyclical nature of these processes. She interweaves important narratives 
supporting the processual nature of realising and “becoming” trans19, saying it has “become a 
part of who I am”, but that sense of denial and embarrassment prevented her from openly 
exploring these feelings. This kept her trapped in cycles of “falling” and “confessing” over many 
years. Shame was intrinsic to the continual nature of these cycles (Haldeman, 2002), and while 
Daisy does not necessarily talk about ‘blame’, her experiences reflect broader patterns of 
responses to ‘failed’ interventions to change gender identity and sexual orientation, which 
position the fault with the individual, rather than the practice (Johnston and Jenkins, 2006). 
 
19 I discuss this further in chapter 7. 
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This informs a sense of discord with the significance of “renewal” within these processes, as 
heterogeneous elements are drawn together across her narrative (Ricoeur, 1992a). Daisy 
simultaneously narrates that deliverance can be “a good thing”, (and I believe here she means 
as a spiritual practice more broadly) while knowing that it did not work for her on this most 
intimate and fundamental of issues. A feeling of “renewal”, even if short-lived may have 
brought a very powerful sense of relief from discord. But the creeping and continual sense of 
“failure”, of “giving in” to feelings she could no longer fight mean the cycle rolls almost 
endlessly on. This discord is underpinned by the strength of juxtaposing messages she 
receives; of acceptance, but to “fix”.  The harm and strength of these negative messages can be 
far reaching across time. Daisy tells me she did not receive a positive response to her 
“transgender feelings” until she was in her 30s, up until that point, she has only “confessed” 
these feelings to Christians; “None of whom ever said ‘it’s OK’”.  
     These issues can become further entrenched when family life is intrinsically connected to 
the church, voices of support become even more rare. Jennifer’s family are very involved in 
their Evangelical Pentecostal church community. She describes this as “an encompassing 
bubble”, and she had very little interaction with people outside of that church community until 
she was at least 16. She went to school run by the church, and her parents taught there and 
held positions as spiritual counsellors. Jennifer began to explore her sexuality when she moved 
away to attend university and came out to her family having met her first girlfriend there. She 
narrates a reflective sense of repression, separation and discordance with her emerging sense 
of sexuality: 
 
When I look back now, I know that as soon as I hit puberty I was interested in women. 
However, well, probably explained by the context I grew up in, I very much kind of 
separated that knowledge from my everyday consciousness? So there was this part of 
me, and everyday me and I’d very much -  the two did not meet. Errm, so when I got 
to uni and met different people, and people who I guess were slightly out, coming out, 
it kind of made a lot of sense 
Jennifer – Interview 1 
 
Jennifer felt an absolute sense of discord with her faith and her sexuality, at an extent to which 
she narrates an initial sense of repression followed by compartmentalisation between 
disparate elements of herself (Barton, 2010; Meladze and Brown, 2015). However, in meeting 
others who reflected and understood her evolving sexuality, a shared sense of storied 
emergence within coming out drew Jennifer to begin to understand and accept herself 
(Plummer, 1995).  Jennifer talks about coming out to her parents at this time, perhaps in an 
effort to gain a sense of synthesis and self-acceptance between “this part” that was exploring 
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her sexuality, and “everyday me” her family knew. However, the response and message from 
her family echoed, and was interweaved within, the teachings of the church; they are one and 
the same. A tangible sense of ‘we love you, but’ is present in the following two extracts. She 
talks in the first extract about the reaction of her parents, and in the second about the approach 
of the Evangelical church: 
 
I think, and the church had moved away from the ‘we all hate gays’ at this point, so it 
was more ‘obviously we love you, but we hate what you’re doing’.   
 
So yes, it’s not ‘we hate you, get out’. ‘We love you and therefore you’ll do what we say’... 
It’s incredibly emotionally manipulative. 
Jennifer Interview 1 
 
These responses are emotionally complex, for those delivering and receiving them. Her 
parents’ reactions reflect wider shifts in approaches to homosexuality exuded by the church, 
but ones that, arguably remain underpinned by semblances of homophobia20. This is present 
alongside a sense of fear, control and again a need to “fix” or prevent. Jennifer narrates this 
more ardently, perhaps, than Daisy, and very powerful and damaging narratives of rejection 
and mobilisation of shame and disappointment emanate (Flentje, Heck and Cochran, 2014). 
When we meet, Jenifer is no longer engaged with faith, with the conflict between her sexuality 
and her religion a contributing factor here, but she maintains a close relationship with her 
family who are still involved in the community. I return to Jennifer’s story later in this chapter, 
but she explains how at this point in her narrative, her coming out “didn’t really stick” and she 
ended her relationship. In correlation with the strength of the messages in the above extracts, 
she explains that this was because of a “combination of [potentially] losing all my support 
structures and everything being so difficult”. A significant sense of vulnerability and lack of 
choice resonates here (Johnston and Jenkins, 2006). 
     While Jennifer explains that conversion therapy was “never something I could consider”, it 
was, somewhat surreptitiously, encouraged as an option by her parents:  
 
So I do remember, they sent me some leaflets I think they were called ((name of 
organisation)) which at the time, I don’t think they do it as much now, but they did 
conversions. Which, I mean my parents never said, outright, this is what you should 
do, but they did send me leaflets. My parents also - well they were but they’re retired 
 




now - accredited Christian counsellors. And as such they told me that they worked with 
people who wanted to change their sexuality. 
Jennifer – Interview 1  
 
During our interview, Jennifer shared with me some comparative examples of these materials 
to further evidence her arguments on emotional manipulation. Two example organisations, 
she mentions are “Living Out”21 and “True Freedom Trust”22. Both are registered charities, are 
affiliated with the Evangelical Alliance and work in partnership to support people who are 
‘same-sex attracted’ live in accordance with biblical teachings on homosexuality. My intention 
here is not to engage extensive content or discourse analysis (this would benefit further 
research projects), but instead to highlight the complexities of the messaging surrounding the 
rejection of LGBTQ identities, as reflected in both Daisy and Jennifer’s narrative experiences. 
Both organisations forefront acceptance, embracing and welcoming those who are ‘same-sex-
attracted’. The significance here, however is their focus on  encouraging and promoting 
celibacy and alternative sources of relationships and intimacy as a means to managing or 
avoiding identifying as LGBTQ in one’s life. In contrast to wider narratives and 
understandings of conversion therapy, the messages portrayed in these pages are not 
necessarily ones of sin or punishment but again are ones, as Daisy received, of juxtapositions 
of acceptance, but change.  
     Significantly, these sites rely on narratives themselves; presenting stories from those who 
have ‘successfully’ managed or moved beyond same sex attraction. The discourse used on these 
websites reflect those analysed in the work of Grace (2008), on ex-gay ministries in the US. 
She is highly critical of the ways in which organisations akin to these utilise “the power of 
testimony”. She argues these claims to “authentic auto-ethnography” are superficial, 
misleading and lack necessary context and depth. She argues they are inauthentic and unjust 
renderings (2008: 551-552). While I am unable to make claims at this level of textual detail, 
interestingly Jennifer reflects these arguments herself, and her anger and frustration as she 
shows me these materials is palpable. She describes the stories on these websites as “heart-
breaking”, because they still necessitate a rejection of LGBTQ identities. Jennifer argues that 
“it seems like they pick you up when you’re vulnerable”, underpinning her earlier arguments 
on emotional manipulation. Daisy’s and Jennifer’s experiences highlight the complex and 
emotive ways in which conversion therapy is enacted and approached. Even with the apparent 
inclusion of message of ‘love’ and acceptance, the necessity to change or repress remain 
 
21 Living Out provides advice and support to same-sex-attracted Christians  https://www.livingout.org/ 
22 True Freedom Trust is “a Christian Ministry that offers pastoral support and biblical teaching on same-sex-




central, and this of course manifests in very damaging way for both my participant’s, and for 
wider experiences of conversion therapy in the UK (Ozanne Foundation, 2018).  
 
6.3.2 Conversion Therapy and mental health 
For some of my participants, however, even veiled messages of acceptance were not 
necessarily a feature of their experiences of coming out in church spaces. The damage 
occasioned through the receipt of negative, homophobic responses is far- reaching in terms 
of developing a sense of coherent and accepted self-identity, and often coupled with some 
very extensive difficulties with mental health. Again I do not attempt to make causal claims 
regarding mental health here, but what remains clear, and in support of established 
research, is that there is an intrinsic sense of difficulty and damage interwoven within my 
participants’ experiences of receiving conversion therapy, which impact on their emotional, 
spiritual and mental wellbeing (Haldeman, 2002; Johnston and Jenkins, 2006; Ozanne 
Foundation, 2018; Ryan et al, 2020). Quinn and Phoebe disclosed during our interviews 
examples of exposure to spiritual counselling and conversion therapy and make links 
between their experiences in church, their confusion over their sexuality and gender 
identities and their experiences of mental health difficulties. It is their stories to which I 
now turn. 
     Quinn was encouraged by her church leadership to attend spiritual counselling to try 
and help her avoid behaviours which were overtly feminine and to challenge her initial 
feelings of gender dysphoria: 
 
So I was a Baptist at the time and my minister and my assistant minister said I needed 
to go for Christian counselling to try and like cure me of this? So I went to Christian 
counselling and one of the assistant pastors came with me… And like, I can’t be cured. 
I felt like my hand was almost forced into it because people I thought kindly of were 
telling me this. And at the time I wasn’t as confident as I am now in my own skin. So it 
was like, well I’m really confused. I think I am this, but everyone is telling me this is 
wrong. 
Quinn – Interview 1 
 
Quinn attended this Christian counselling in her adolescence, and while the chronology is not 
definitely clear in our interview, I believe this took place prior to or in tandem with her self-
harming in the form of tying ligatures round her genitalia when she reached puberty. It is not 
clear whether the leadership of her church were aware of Quinn’s self-harming when they took 
her to ‘Christian counselling’. But the deterioration in Quinn’s mental health, as a vulnerable 
teen experiencing gender dysphoria, echoes findings from Johnston and Jenkins’ study (2006) 
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on gay and lesbian Christians. They argue that conversion therapy actually exacerbates issues 
with self-loathing, internal conflict and conflates mental health difficulties. The damaging 
messages from her youth are clear here. On reflection, people she trusted, figures of authority, 
perpetuated messages that she, in the form of her behaviours and her feelings were, as she 
describes, “wrong” and “sinful”. For Quinn, these religious message appeared to be supported 
not only by religious interpretation but also, dangerously, by a sense of science (Grace, 2008).  
She trusted that these people would help her, but this instead caused her increased confusion 
and shame: 
 
The counsellor there had studied the hypothalamus of the brain. But obviously for a 
minister to know stuff like, it’s like, how much is true and how much is trying to like 
persuade me? And I just felt like they were trying to persuade me, and my argument 
was obviously that God took rib from Adam to make Eve and that God loves us all 
anyway, and that God didn’t plan for me to feel this way, so why did I feel the way I 
do? And instead I was told that all of us get temptations through life, and some of those 
are unhealthy and not biblical. It made me feel this was almost like the devil’s work. 
Quinn – Interview 1 
 
It is easy to see how these messages can cause extensive damage to someone who is isolated, 
young and unconfident. Research on LGBTQ people’s experiences in non-affirming religious 
settings and exposure to negative religious rhetoric highlights the increased difficulties with 
internalised homophobia or transphobia and with physical and mental health (Barnes and 
Meyer, 2012; Garret Walker and Torres, 2016). Quinn was advised by those in authority, that 
she “thought kindly of” that she must battle and prevent herself from engaging in these 
behaviours in the face of very intense religious pressures that she, or parts of her, constituted 
the “devils work”. As Barton argues fear of rejection alongside a “fear of hell is a very powerful 
motivator for those that believe in it” (2010: 471). Quinn’s experiences are reminiscent of 
others. Vicky Beeching reflected on similar issues after having been subject to an exorcism at 
16. She explained that “rather than finding freedom, healing and pastoral support from those 
adults, I came away feeling more ashamed and broken” (2018: 41). Similarly, Johnston and 
Jenkins (2006) argue that the greatest fears of very vulnerable people were reinforced by those 
who were supposed to help them. Quinn’s understanding that her trans feelings were “the 
devil’s work”, were “wrong” and “sinful” perpetuated across her life. 
     A fundamental part of Quinn’s identity was defined as “unhealthy”. Elsewhere in our 
interview she refers to the fact that she was asked to leave a church because “obviously I’m 
unethical. I go against scripture” as a trans woman. Further to this, negative messages about 
transition also informed Quinn’s experiences outside of church. She decided to come out to 
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her parents at 19, but Quinn explains that received such a negative reaction that she “set fire 
to her genitals and went back inside”. She repressed her gender dysphoria and her transition 
for another decade as a result of her adolescent experiences. Nuanced understanding of the 
experiences and impacts of conversion therapy, negative religious rhetoric and transphobia 
on adolescent and young people is emerging. This is crucial, as it is increasingly coming to 
light that these practices are often targeted at young people, and that experience in 
adolescence of conversion therapy is associated with increased risk of mental health 
difficulties, including suicidal ideation (Ozanne Foundation, 2018; Ryan et al 2020).  
     However, even in these most difficult of reflections, a sense of emergence and of challenge 
still permeate Quinn’s story. She understands and narrates these experiences, from the 
position of the present, there is a sense of journey and growth from across her broader 
narrative here, as she constructs a more stable sense of self across time (Lawler, 2008). In the 
first extract she reflects that “at the time I wasn’t as confident as I am now in my own skin”. In 
terms of emplotment, here Quinn oscillates between a past, discordant sense of “confusion”, 
which is directly in contrast to a very real sense of her present embodiment as a trans, 
Christian woman. Quinn narrates a sense of recognition that she may have been “forced” to 
attend Christian counselling, but is now resolute that she “can’t be cured”. She recognises that 
this was not a problem with herself, but was mediated from the messages, the environment 
around her (Haldeman, 2002). Further to this, there is also a voice of scepticism ingratiated 
in this challenge, in critiquing the notion of “persuasion”. This is particularly in the second 
extract, for the extent to which a minister might understand or have engaged in neuroscience 
or psychiatry. Significantly, Quinn’s narrative journey to self-acceptance is supported, as 
explored in chapter 4.3.3, through her increasing understanding of trans and queer theologies 
and her more recent attendance at an LGBTQ affirming church. This has supported her 
continued narration of both her confidence and knowledge that she cannot, and does not need 
to be, “cured” (Yip, 2005; Yip and Keenan, 2009).  
     I turn now to Phoebe’s story.  Phoebe, I believe, was exposed more extensively to conversion 
therapy than my other participants, but I chose, actively, in the research setting not to pursue 
this because I had concerns regarding Phoebe’s health and wellbeing. I discussed in chapter 
3.3.4 the importance of prioritising the minimisation of potential harms throughout the 
research process and outlined why I chose not to pursue or return to questions regarding 
experiences of conversion therapy in the second interviews. This is a decision I stand by, but 
again emphasises the need for focused, sensitive sociological research on LGBTQ experiences 
of conversion therapy which addresses this directly. My concerns regarding Phoebe were more 
acute during the course of the interview itself. In our initial email exchange, Phoebe advised 
that she has experienced some difficulties with ‘stress’, and had decided to be more open about 
her sexuality for the sake of her mental health. These opening exchanges raised no concerns 
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for me and mirrored email correspondence I had with other participants, and I proceeded to 
meet Phoebe for our interview. Having had some experience of engaging with and supporting 
individuals who were experiencing mental health difficulties, I felt a sense of concern in 
regards to Phoebe’s wellbeing and participation in the research early in our interview. I felt 
stopping the interview would not have been an option as denying her the chance to tell her 
story would, I felt, be more detrimental. Phoebe was determined to tell me her story, and at 
times appeared frustrated if I interjected to ask questions. I felt giving her space to share her 
experiences was part of my responsibility to her as a participant. I made a decision in that 
setting to continue, but to manage the interview in context; I chose to only occasionally 
interject for encouragement or clarity, rather than to probe or ask questions in depth. Phoebe 
disclosed later in our interview that she had history of psychosis and had previously been 
hospitalised due to her mental health difficulties. Again I clarified at the end of our interview, 
what support Phoebe was receiving. She confirmed that she has recently been supported in 
coming off her medication, and had been discharged from the care of a community psychiatric 
nurse, and felt well. She said she had found the interview enjoyable and cathartic. I discussed 
my concerns with my supervisory and progression team, and as a result chose not to invite 
Phoebe to a second round of interviews, again to limit any potential for harm, and to maintain 
the ethical principles of the research, and myself as a researcher. I engage below with some 
extracts from Phoebe’s story here, but appreciate that the depth and context may appear 
somewhat lacking. Again, I stand by my decision not to pursue this further during the 
interview, but argue that it is indicative of the themes and wider research in this chapter. 
    When we met, Phoebe had recently begun a relationship with a woman, after having 
experienced some difficulties understanding and expressing her sexuality in appropriate ways 
with people in her life. Phoebe had attended church during her childhood with her mum and 
had been part of a church community in her home town. Phoebe became involved with a new, 
Evangelical Church when she moved away to attend university, and describes becoming 
heavily engaged in church life. She later moved in with people from church, as opposed to with 
other students, and admits she had become quite removed from university life and to some 
degree her family. She says “I sort of got sucked into it all” and explains further in the following 
two extracts; 
 
…the church was like goin’ though some like ((sighs)) they were going through some, 
like, stuff where they were trying to get people to be more active in sharing their faith. 
And this is also interesting because they had this ministry for people who thought they 
were gay. So that is a bit of a, in the end, it was like erm, they were from ((USA)) and 
it was basically gay counselling type sort of thing. And that is sort of worrying, and I 
had quite a bad mental health breakdown after that. But, I would say, in some senses 
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it was quite an opportunity to talk quite graphically and openly about sex stuff. Even 
if the end of the conversation, was being possibly prayed out of it.   
 
Yeah it was kind of weird, I actually have a book on it and it’s pretty much illegal to do 
that stuff now, as you know. But as I said I did have a mental breakdown after that. 
Phoebe 
 
I cautiously asked Phoebe to clarify if she was out at church at this point. She laughs as she 
explains that to some extent she ended up ‘coming out’ in a group of “un-coming out”, in which 
she understands the point of the sessions was “to try and sort counsel people out of it.” The 
“bad mental health breakdown” refers to her first period of psychosis, for which she has been 
engaged in treatment in various forms for 10 years. Again Phoebe’s story supports arguments 
that emphasise the vulnerability of people exposed to religious fundamentalism and 
conversion therapy, and how this often conflates mental health issues (Johnson and Jenkins, 
2006). There are elements of discord here, as Phoebe narrates some potential benefits of being 
able to engage in forms of support with something she has been conflicted or confused about. 
This has been echoed in previous research, but the short-lived nature of these benefits is 
significant (Flentje, Heck and Cochran, 2014). Central here are the ways in which Phoebe also 
makes links between her involvement with this process and her deteriorating mental health, 
in both the long and short term. She understands now that these processes are damaging, and 
“pretty much illegal”, and recognises that they are likely to have contributed, but were by no 
means the only factor, to a very difficult point in her life and with her mental health. These 
reflections and understanding are common in clinical presentations of those who associate 
conversion therapy with harm (Haldeman, 2002).  
     Phoebe gave me some of the literature she has been provided by the church, including the 
book she talks about in the second extract. She felt she did not want or need it any more. To 
cite directly from this material would jeopardise Phoebe’s confidentiality, as the church only 
has a limited number of locations in the UK, and these would be immediately identifiable. But 
the literature does follow homophobic and damaging narratives common to ex-gay ministries 
(Grace, 2008). Phoebe, returned to her home town and, thankfully, did not have any further 
engagement with this organisation after her first period of psychosis. She is beginning to be 
more involved in a church community in her local area, is embarking cautiously on her first 
openly gay relationship but most significantly is prioritising her mental health and wellbeing.    
     Even in these short extracts, the impact of these forms of spiritual and therapeutic 
interventions – while the extent and detail is unknown – are not uncommon, and echo 
damaging themes in therapeutic and counselling literature on conversion therapy and LGBTQ 
mental health (Haldeman, 2002; Barnes and Meyer, 2012; Flentje, Heck and Cochran, 2014). 
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While again avoiding making causal claims, it is clear that Phoebe’s and Quinn’s experiences 
of very extensive mental health difficulties are important within their narratives and in their 
understandings of self and identity. These experiences form fundamental parts of their life 
stories and further exploration of experiences like theirs are vital for both understating and 
challenging practices of conversion therapy. 
 
6.3.3 Narratives of being “true to yourself”  
The preceding extracts undeniably contain experiences of rejection, conflict, homophobia and 
transphobia. The damage caused by processes of conversion therapy and broader, negative 
religious rhetoric have far reaching and significant impacts on my participants’ relationships 
with their sense of self and identity. However, each of the women in this chapter also move 
through, and beyond, these very difficult experiences, temporally, spatially and personally 
(Saldaña, 2003). Exploring and emphasising the transformational nature of their narratives 
is vital to this research, again even in the darkest and most difficult of stories. They work to 
overcome the damaging and difficult nature of their experiences and each of them now 
confidently and openly identifies as LGBTQ women, and some remain engaged with 
semblances of faith. The processual nature of self, of emergence and becoming, is inherent 
within their experiences, and integral to this are narratives of being “true to yourself”. This 
emerges in stark contrast to discordant and jarring messages that they can and must be “fixed” 
or “cured”. I explore this sense of transformation in this penultimate section. I begin with Izzie, 
who articulates this directly: 
 
But once you are true to yourself, everything fits into place and everything becomes 
better. Whether your faith is part of that, or, for me that’s not me at the moment. That’s 
not a huge part of my life right now because actually, that toxic experience did do 
damage, and I don’t want to put myself out there at the moment.  
Izzie - Interview 1 
 
As discussed in chapter 5.2.2, Izzie was exposed to and railed against religiously and socially 
mediated expectations of heteronormativity. While Izzie was not subject to conversion 
therapy, the stress and strain of requirements to conform to these ideals and structures was 
significant. As such she felt she had to leave the church and now engages with a more spiritual 
elements of faith. A sense of a reflexive self across time is evident in this extract (Mead 1972 
[1934]). Izzie moves forward buoyed by a realisation; “everything now fits into place” because 
she – and in positioning this as a shared understanding, therefore others - are now able to be 
“true to yourself”. This ‘true’ self, is possible to narrate through the prism of her past (Jackson, 
2010). Who she was expected to be, in order to be part of that church community, is reflexively 
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understood from the position of the present, as inauthentic. The significant sense of movement 
through time – “everything becomes better” once she realised this - is present here. This, I 
argue, is a very powerful narrative. This sense of “truth” in being “yourself” is also central to 
other participant’s as they narrate the ways in which they overcame negative messages and 
experiences of conversion therapy. 
     Daisy, after being subject to extensive cycles of “falling” and “confession”, also had to leave 
her church. She explains how she continued to be drawn to explore and then extensively 
repress her confusion around her gender and sexuality. However, during what was to be a final 
cycle of confession and deliverance reached a point where she told the church leadership “I 
just can’t do this anymore, I’m sorry. I refused to do it”. She spent 10 years away from 
organised religion as a result of her experiences, but has more recently found a new church 
which is accepting of her as a trans woman23. The ideas she expresses in the extract below 
resonate across both of our interviews. Daisy narrates a sense of synthesis and acceptance of 
herself as a trans woman, which increased across time and space, as she embraced and existed 
as “Daisy” more openly in her everyday life. Even though during this time, Daisy is not 
practising nor engaged in a faith community, interestingly in this reflection, she uses biblical 
verse to justify her emerging sense of self:  
 
…the verse that I read that kind of made the biggest impact on me, which is that one 
where they basically say look, if you ask a father to give you bread, would they give 
you a stone? And like I’d said last time, I’d fought against this so hard, that I kind of – 
that was my moment of realisation. Coz I was almost thinking, at that point, if God is 
real and if He erm, wants to – I had pleaded so much for this to be taken away, that 
it’s like that bread and stones situation. If I’ve asked that much, and He’s not taken it 
away then He’s either completely cruel – which I don’t believe - or actually it’s kind of 
OK, I can be myself. 
Daisy – Interview 2 
 
The notion of truth, for Daisy, comes in a realisation that God had not taken away her 
“transgender feelings”, even though she had fought so hard and so long against it. This sense 
of realisation is significant for those who have experienced conversion therapy and are able to 
retain an engagement with their faith. A rejection of the process of conversion therapy – in 
Daisy’s case of deliverance prayer – and understanding that it does not work, opens up 
opportunities for growth and self-acceptance, to love themselves as who they are, and to be 
loved by God (Johnston and Jenkins, 2006). Here the dialectic between a sense of selfhood 
and sameness is important. The norms and ideals associated with Daisy’s sense of self as 
 
23 I return to this, and to Daisy’s story in more detail in chapter 7 
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‘sinful’ have shifted. Daisy no longer recognises herself as contained with those ideals 
mediated to her by the church, she does not need to be fixed; “I can be myself”. The temporal, 
this shift over time, is fundamental here. Daisy’s increased knowledge, understanding, sense 
of self and messages from God enable this dynamic shift. As Ricoeur (1994) argues, a sense of 
self constancy is necessitated through a sense of change and dynamism; she is not sinful, she 
does not need to be delivered from herself, the devil does not reside within. Daisy is able to 
“unmake”, and significantly, “make” herself, she is the reader and writer of her story (Ricoeur, 
1986: 246).  
     For Jennifer, a sense of unmaking and making was also crucial. While she did not 
experience conversion therapy, homophobic messaging brought enormous emotional strain. 
Jennifer also left the church, but it was difficult to sever all ties because her parents remained 
within the community. However, even after leaving a religious community, or religious 
identity, difficulties with emotional and mental wellbeing often still affect LGBTQ people, 
especially if experiencing all too common notions of self-denial, shame or guilt (Beagan and 
Hattie, 2015). After ending her relationship with her first girlfriend, Jennifer explains how she 
felt comfortable identifying as bisexual, and went on to meet and marry a man. However, she 
narrates feelings of misgivings and uncertainty saying “I guess there was part of me that 
thought once we got married everything would be ok. Erm and yeah it wasn’t”. Jennifer 
emplots a point within her narrative, as previously explored in my discussions of May’s story, 
in which suicidal ideation was significant: 
 
… suddenly I was like, well here I am. We’ve got this lovely house that his rich parents 
helped us buy, got a lovely husband – I mean he wasn’t perfect, but nice enough, good 
man, we were like thinking about making babies, about cats. I’ve got a great job, great 
friends and suddenly I felt incredibly, incredibly trapped. Oh, and I guess also, I don’t 
know what quite happened with this, but I was quite suicidal at the time. To the extent 
that I’d basically decided that I was gonna finish ((work project)) and kill myself. 
Jennifer – Interview 1 
 
The sense of discord here is, of course, jarring and powerful. Jennifer describes a point in her 
life in which she would be expected to have felt comfort and love, perhaps success and 
achievement. However, she felt unable to access or embrace this comfort, and it instead 
brought a “sudden” and intense notion of internal and external conflict. Jennifer’s sense of 
being “incredibly, incredibly trapped” is narratively crucial. Jennifer explains that she had a 
plan to end her life, but thankfully she does not enact this. This is, of course a vital turning 
point in her experiences and in her identity as an LGBTQ woman. Jennifer continues in the 
following extract to emplot this very difficult point as being simultaneously a beginning and 
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an ending on her journey, with her relationships, but also with her sense of self. Jennifer 
sought, and continued to engage, forms of therapy and works to address these difficulties. As 
a result, she becomes “freer”: 
 
And that’s about the same time that I talked to my partner again, my ex, and said I’m 
not happy and I think this is why. Erm that started me on a journey, it started our 
relationship on a journey. There were also things that weren’t right in the relationship, 
but the more we dealt with them the more my sexuality just became the elephant in the 
room really. And basically left. Yeah. I moved out, and felt a whole lot freer than I’ve 
ever felt in my entire life. 
Jennifer – Interview 1 
 
There is an acute sense of synthesis across both these extracts; of concordance and 
discordance, of heterogenous events and episodes being drawn together and of an interpretive, 
reflexive shift across time (Ricoeur, 1992). Jennifer is no longer trapped, this most difficult of 
experiences enables her to be free in way she has not been able to experience before in her life. 
Jennifer, by the point of our second interview, has moved in with a new girlfriend, who has 
also met her parents. The transformative nature of Jennifer’s experiences is very clear. The 
repression of her sexuality, of living an inauthentic version of who she is, was arguably 
mediated through, “emotionally manipulative” religious, homophobic narratives, that were 
clearly very damaging to Jennifer’s sense of self. The processual nature of becoming herself, 
of no longer being trapped, of now being free are very powerful.  
     Finally, Phoebe also reflets on her own increasing understanding of what is both 
important for her, and for God: 
 
I do think it’s better to be real and honest… and I think if you wanted to you could 
probably find some condemning verses in the bible, but I always do think there are? 
verses about when erm, when God gives us stuff and what we do with it, [are more 
important] you know what I mean?... I feel like there are a lot of people who are stuck 
in church, whereas I feel like it’s better to look a bit more broadly and if you’re honest 
with yourself I think that’s better. And also for the sake of my mental health considering 
everything that was really difficult, and perhaps I wasn’t able to have those 
conversations with my parents or really acknowledge it [her sexuality] because of the 
environments I was in a lot of the time. I think it didn’t help my mental health at the 
time. You can see this problem. So yeah. I think considering everything I’ve been 
through, just for the sake of my mental health I’m sure God would rather me be in a 
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good place mentally than not. I don’t think it’s worth going back to where I was then 
and not being honest about things. 
Phoebe 
 
There are two key narrative points in this extract. The first is of Phoebe’s changing 
understating of her faith, both spatially and spiritually. Spatially, Phoebe’s parents came to 
collect her from university, and therefore the church which subjected her to conversion 
therapy, when the extent of her mental health difficulties came to light. This distancing, I 
believe, was incredibly significant to Phoebe’s welfare. She appears to attribute the fact that 
she may not have been able to have important conversations with her parents, perhaps about 
her sexuality and her deteriorating mental health, because of the “environments I was in”. 
Further to this, her idea that it is important to “look a bit more broadly” beyond church life, to 
not get “stuck”, may be reflective of her increasing growth and self-acceptance outside of that 
damaging church environment (Johnston and Jenkins, 2006). This is also echoed spiritually, 
as she moves beyond “condemning” bible verses, to interpretations which prioritise the 
benefits of embracing the gifts given by God. In reflecting on the confusing and damaging 
nature of her experiences, she also begins to move away from the authority and doctrine of the 
church (Yip, 2005).  
     The second key narrative point, underpinning the spatial and spiritual, is Phoebe’s 
commitment to honesty, to be “real”. Phoebe narrates an emerging importance of being honest 
with others, but also with herself for the benefit of her wellbeing. It appears that one of the 
first times Phoebe was invited to talk about or disclose that she was unsure of her sexuality,  
was met with a sense of punishment, repression and denial. It is increasingly clear how this 
can and does have long lasting and significant impacts on those not only at risk of mental 
health difficulties, but of young, vulnerable people who wish to belong to a community and to 
serve God (Flentje, Heck and Cochran, 2014, Ryan et al, 2020). The sense of the damage 
inflicted by being “counselled out” of those feelings, I argue, resonates here. But crucially, 
Phoebe increasingly understands that a sense of self-denial – of not being honest – is bad for 
her mental health. Again she believes she is increasingly supported by God in doing so, she 
understands that she needs to remain well and that this would, surely, be the path He would 
want for her. This shift has taken time, and has been very difficult for Phoebe. But this extract 
gives a very powerful and importance sense of having overcome, having become.   
     In this section, I have explored the ways in which my participants who have been subject to 
very damaging and difficult experiences, move forward in time and narrate notions of being 
“true” to themselves, of being “honest”, in order to accept themselves, prioritise their mental, 
physical and emotional wellbeing and live openly as LGBTQ women. I argue that these 
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narratives are very powerful, and demonstrate the significance of exploring stories that are 
transformative, even in the very darkest and difficult of experiences.  
 
6.3.4 Policies and protections 
I draw this chapter to a close by briefly addressing questions of policy, legislation and 
safeguarding. The UK government, while having made a commitment to “banning” the 
practice of conversion therapy have yet to engage or proceed in any meaningful way. This 
chapter supports existing research which highlights the very damaging nature of conversion 
therapy to LGBTQ people of faith and I support the need to legislate against this damaging 
practice in order to protect those who are vulnerable to it. However this research also 
highlights the very complex nature of conversion therapy as a practice. It has many forms, 
labels and approaches, and I also advocate that any legislation must take these complexities 
into account. The government must listen to the evidence, hear the stories of those who have 
been subject to this practice, and put effective and meaningful policies in place.  
     While my research currently cannot speak to all the complexities present here, I feel it 
pertinent to close this chapter by continuing to give space to the voices of my participants, 
exploring their reflections on what meaningful legislation should involve. In the second 
interview I asked my participants what they would like to see in the future for LGBTQ people 
of faith. Daisy and Quinn both spoke in broader terms about acceptance in religious spaces 
and communities. Daisy encapsulates this when she says “I think for most people, they don’t 
want a huge amount really, just being treated like everyone else”. She thinks movement 
“beyond toleration and into acceptance” is something that is beginning to happen in churches, 
and that this is already a huge step forward. Jennifer and I discussed the Government’s 
announcement pertaining to a “ban” on conversion therapy: 
 
Yeah I’d love to know how they’re gonna police that… I think people don’t understand. 
I think it’s so revealing of how little people know about what goes on in Evangelical 
church spaces. But I think I said, my mum and dad trained as accredited Christian 
counsellors and they worked with people who wanted to change their sexuality, and 
no one was  y’know, I don’t think they’d say they were doing conversion therapy, I don’t 
think anyone would necessarily know that they were doing it apart from y’know, the 
people that ask for it… I mean, by all means, shut them down, but…  It’s more about 
dealing with underlying attitudes, because people will find ways. 
Jennifer – Interview 2 
 
Jennifer outlines some of the very complex issues underlying not only definitions of 
conversion therapy, but also the importance of any ban not creating circumstances in which 
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the practice may move underground. Campaign group  Ban Conversion Therapy, for example, 
define the practice as “any medical, psychiatric, psychological, religious, cultural or any other 
intervention that seeks to erase, repress or change the sexual orientation and/or gender 
identity.” (Ban Conversion Therapy, 2021) As Jennifer highlights, the definition of conversion 
therapy and the practices it includes in any form of policy, will be significant, and the 
complexities of which she believes are vastly misunderstood, even unknown. I would argue 
that this extends beyond the Evangelical Church, and is a multidenominational, multifaith 
issue. Further to this, policy must be balanced with a need to continue to encourage people to 
come forward to seek support, spiritually and therapeutically, for a range of issues in relation 
to sexuality and gender identity. There are concerns that accredited professional and ‘spiritual’ 
counsellors will be unable to continue to offer support, unimpeded, to those who are conflicted 
or confused by their sexual or gender identity to engage in order to enable them to live more 
comfortably (Department of Health, 2015). Therapeutic interventions must remain accessible.  
     Izzie had some very astute and frank reflections on policy and safeguarding around religious 
homophobia, transphobia and conversion therapy: 
 
It’s easy to call someone an abomination and say that they’re sinful if they’re not like 
you. I think they need to wake up and see the damage that is being created, y’know, the 
people that have mental health problems that attempt to actually commit suicide, it’s 
not ok for it to be the church that’s putting these beliefs in people. And I just think that 
there needs to be even a government intervention to say that this isn’t OK. They can’t 
send people to conversion therapy, they can’t pray that peoples’ sexuality or trans 
identity changes. They need to be pulled up on it. My personal belief is their charity 
status should be removed until they actually can treat people equally…. I personally 
think there needs to be a massive intervention somehow, because they’re causing so 
much harm to the community, and there’s so much internalised homophobia. Y’know, 
people are believing that they’re born evil. This is not OK, to put this on people.  
Izzie – Interview 2 
 
Izzie reflects broader attitudes, academic research and messages from campaign groups, and 
most significantly, from those with direct experiences of conversion therapy; the practice is 
harmful, damaging and extensive intervention is needed to prevent it. I return also to May’s 
advocation, from the position of a retired teacher, for further safeguarding within religious 
organisations, and of the practice of conversion therapy. Significant in each of these extracts 
is the extensive link between mental health difficulties and conversion therapy. This supports 
established research which shows this practice to be harmful in myriad and complex ways, 
including increased risk of depression, low self-esteem, increased anxiety and suicidal 
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ideation. Critically, this research also emphasises that the practice has no clinical basis, and 
simply does not work (Haldeman, 2002; Flentje, Heck and Cochran, 2014; Ozanne 
Foundation, 2018; Ryan et al 2020). 
     My own recommendations, as a result of this research, on legislating against conversion 
therapy are informed by the voices of my participants. Any ban must be enacted across faith 
groups, and must be encompassing of all conversion practices. The definition of this ban must 
take into consideration the complexities of the practice and its associated delineations. This 
may necessitate further regulation of ‘spiritual counselling’ practices and religious 
organisations, particularly those affiliated with education, children and young people or other 
vulnerable groups. Policies pertaining to welfare and safeguarding principles would be 
especially effective here, expanding these across religious organisations more systematically 
may also be beneficial. Further to this, once a ban is in place, this does not mean the fight is 
over. Extensive further research is needed in to the experiences of those who have been subject 
to conversion therapy, with a view to developing more nuanced and intrinsic understandings 
which will support them to recover (Flentje, Heck and Cochran, 2014). The health, wellbeing 
and protection of LGBTQ people must be a priority over and above religious freedoms which 
permit the changing and alteration of sexual attraction and gender identity (Ozanne 
Foundation, 2018). These practices are resolutely and profoundly harmful and do not work.  
 
6.5 Conclusion 
In this chapter I have contributed to much needed discussions on two largely sociologically 
under-researched notions; LGBTQ mental health and conversion therapy. This chapter 
addressed two key themes. First, I explored May’s story to consider the ways mental health is 
narratively significant within LGBTQ religious identities and experience. May’s story captures 
some very conflicting and difficult experiences shared by several other participants, but crucial 
here is the ways in which, through her use of emplotment, May’s story becomes one of 
transformation and integration. Second, I developed these themes in exploring my 
participant’s experiences of conversion therapy and spiritual counselling. I considered ways in 
which conversion therapy is framed within notions of love and acceptance in order to “fix” 
incongruent expressions of sexuality and gender identity. I then explored the ways my 
participants emplot and understand how these practices are damaging to their mental health 
and sense of self. I then demonstrated how narratives of being “true to yourself” are central to 
overcoming some of these harms. Finally, I let my participants voice reflections on policy, 
safeguarding and protection.  
     In-depth sociological research on these issues is somewhat scant and, to the best of my 
knowledge, there is very little sociologically focused research on the practice of conversion 
therapy as enacted by religious organisations and faith groups in a UK context. While my 
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research may not yet address these gaps to a necessary extent, I hope to open up much needed 
discussion and explorations of these issues in order to develop nuanced empirical 
understanding and feed into broader, current conversations on policy, mental health and 
safeguarding. Finally, while the stories explored in the chapter are undoubtedly difficult, I 
close by emphasising the way in which my use of narrative is paramount to foregrounding the 
fact that stories of comfort, transformation and growth are still resoundingly present here, 
even in these most dark and difficult experiences.  The next chapter is the final analysis chapter 
in this thesis, in which I explore the experiences of my trans, intersex and genderqueer 









This final analysis chapter focuses on the experiences of my participants who are trans, 
intersex, non-binary and genderqueer. There are a myriad of labels, both established and 
emerging, with which people identify their gender. I use the terms ‘trans’ and ‘genderqueer’ 
here, as they effectively encompass the ways my participants have self-defined. These are not 
fixed, static identities, they are dynamic and shifting, and the transitions (plural) and changes 
they have undertaken are reflected in their stories. Their transitions are made in their social 
lives; their locations within communities and the ways they negotiate and live their gender 
transitions within and between other aspects of their identities is central to their stories. My 
focus here is on how transition is narrated as part of their identities and in turn, how this 
intersects with their lived experiences of religion. I explore negotiations of their individual 
faith, their engagement with religious institutions and how their experiences generate self-
acceptance as trans and genderqueer women of faith. As in chapter 4, while conflict and 
discord is present I again focus on positive stories of transformation, integration and growth. 
     These participants have featured in other areas of this thesis, but a reintroduction may be 
helpful; Amy, Daisy and Quinn all identify as trans women, and Emma identifies as a “lesbian, 
intersex woman with trans history. During our initial contact, Sam identified as non-binary, 
using non-gendered pronouns. By our first meeting Sam had begun to transition (FTM). Sally 
identifies as genderqueer, but is comfortable using female pronouns. Each of these 
participants has a varied history with Christian faith, ranging from traditional church 
engagement to individual spiritual bricolage. An exception is Sam, who after converting to 
Bahá’í in their teens had more recently started to explore Christian spiritualities. Further to 
this, Nina is in a relationship with a trans partner. While I dedicate this chapter to the lived 
experience of transition, her experiences do resonate with my analytical focus on relationality 
and transition, so are also included in this chapter.  
     This chapter makes an important contribution to this field as it centres stories of religious 
trans people. There is very little empirical work from religious studies, sociology of religion or 
from sociological approaches to sexuality and gender which focus on trans, non-binary and 
genderqueer peoples’ experiences of faith and religion. (Wilcox 2018; Yip 2018). Equally, trans 
studies had been reluctant to engage with the religious, owing to a somewhat fraught history 
between the two, often instead centring transition as secular (Strassfeld and Henderson-
Espinoza, 2019). While there are some key similarities in experiences of identity making, faith 
and religion amongst those who are LGBTQ, experiences are by no means homogenous 
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(Wilcox, 2009; Yip and Keenan 2009). Furthermore, centring the lived experiences of those 
who are marginalised due to their gender identity is vital in the face of increasingly negative 
public discourse on trans lives in wider society. That being said, these are still undeniably 
stories of integration, growth, and myriad forms of transformation (Yip, 2018).  
     This chapter encompasses three interlinking discussions. Firstly, I explore some of the ways 
my participants incorporate narrative emplotment into their stories of transition, and how this 
helps them understand their experiences. Secondly, I focus on the intersubjective and 
relational experiences of being trans in religious spaces, arguing that processes of social 
negotiation and affirmation are located here. Finally, I consider intrasubjective experiences of 
transition, identity and faith, exploring the ways in which religion and faith shifts from being 
a tool to repress, to one that is affirmatory. I also discuss intersections of sexuality, transition 
and faith, and finally I summarise these arguments by emphasising the spiritual nature of 
transition, and how this is intimately interweaved in the development of a coherent and 
accepted sense of self.  
 
7.2 Narrating trans lives 
I begin this chapter by briefly exploring my participants’ stories of transition. This context is 
important because it informs the ways they navigate and narrative their identities as trans 
women of faith, and impacts their experiences in religious spaces and communities. There are 
some commonalities of experience across these ‘coming out’ narratives with my LGB 
participants. One of the first questions in my interviews encouraged participant’s to tell their 
‘coming out story’, and it is almost always an implicit feature of their timelines. The concept 
of coming out may appear ubiquitous, containing key recognisable components which are 
helpful in considering LGBTQ experience and identities, but coming out stories are not 
necessarily homogenous amongst LGBTQ people (Plummer, 1995). When I ask my trans 
participants to tell their coming out story they discussed their gender identity and their 
transition using language of realisation, emergence and becoming. Their sexuality does 
feature, but is a secondary process within this, which is explored later in the chapter. Here I 
consider how narrative emplotment features in their stories, considering discord, synthesis, 
becoming and self. I focus on two key aspects; dysphoria across a life course and relational and 
corporeal nature of transition.  
 
7.2.1 Dysphoria across a life course; childhood, marriage, emergence 
Two significant points in the life course are a source of emplotment across the narratives of 
my participants; a childhood realisation of shame around gender dysphoria, and the use of 
heterosexual marriage as a means to ‘fix’ this continuing dysphoria in adulthood. Gender 
dysphoria is defined as “distress due to a discrepancy between ones” assigned gender and 
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gender identity”, and a “diagnosis” of gender dysphoria is often a prerequisite to receiving 
“gender focused support” (Cooper et al. 2020: 1-2). The medicalisation and pathologizing of 
trans lives is increasingly critiqued, both sociologically and psychologically, and garnering a 
greater understanding of transition and ‘dysphoria’ as lived experiences is both vital and 
increasing (Sanger, 2008; Hines, 2010; Cooper et al. 2020). I acknowledge that notions of 
dysphoria are, and should be, problematised, but I engage this as a concept here as it resonates 
with my participants lived experiences, temporally and spatially. I use this label to relate to 
their sense of discord, socially and individually, as opposed to a diagnostic tool.  
     Dysphoria as lived experience mirrors common, emerging senses of difference in childhood 
that is common to coming out stories. What Plummer (1995) calls a ‘crucial moment’ in 
coming out, Ricouer (1992a) would similarly consider a significant event or episode, and these 
moments are creatively woven as central to my participant’s understanding of self when 
reflecting through the past. My trans participants each explain that they became acutely aware 
that their internal sense of gender did not ‘fit’ with societal expectations of their given gender. 
They each narrate episodes of realisation as children, and emplot jarring discordance as 
immediately coupled with acts of repression and feelings of shame. Quinn recounts an episode 
in which she used a red marker pen to paint her nails, which was met with a negative response 
from her parents. While her mum scrubs her nails over the sink, Quinn remembers her saying 
“… don’t do that, boys don’t do that…”. Quinn bought nail varnish in secret throughout her 
childhood and adolescence, and her parents would throw it away if they found it. This very 
small act of embodied femininity was socially significant in its perceived deviance and as a 
result, Quinn often felt confused about why her natural, corporeal “feminine” behaviours were 
policed as inappropriate by adults, creating discord in the form of gender dysphoria 
throughout her life. The embodied nature of gender in dress and behaviour are often sites of 
discord in trans narratives, and for trans Christians, because of the strength of association of 
these activities to gender roles (Whittle, 1999; Levy and Lo, 2013). Daisy recalls a time in early 
childhood in which she felt embarrassed and confused because she felt drawn to wear a dress 
from the dressing up box at school. She marks this as a point of discord, and actively emplots 
this moment as highly influential in her decision, even knowledge, that she “must”, keep this 
secret: 
 
So there’s two things – the first was that kind of sense of incongruence kind of hit me, 
but also, I must not tell anyone… I started my transition last year, and I’ve spent pretty 
much that whole kind of 30 plus years since trying to fight it and trying not to be trans. 




While some recall being told as children that their gendered behaviours were inappropriate, 
Daisy narrates an inherent understanding that her choices are ‘wrong’, embedding her past 
self-understanding in pervasive, strict social narratives of conformance to cisgender ideals 
(Levitt and Ippolito, 2014). These childhood moments are narratively significant, as they are 
creatively emplotted as underpinning and influencing their actions and attitudes in adulthood; 
enduring this discordance over time is narratively interpreted though repression, secrecy and 
denial. Notably, the perceived enforcement of stringent gender binaries, roles and behaviours 
in their childhood is followed by engagement in heterosexual relationships as a means to 
repress and ‘fix’ internal incongruence, as Daisy explains:  
 
Coz I seriously thought that getting married and being in a relationship erm, would 
solve it. Would stop it.  
Daisy – Interview 1 
 
Dominant heteronormative structures and expressions of self were things they strove to 
engage and achieve as a means to repress gender dysphoria. This highlights how domineering 
cultural symbols and normative structures - here the necessity not just of a relationship, but 
specifically a heterosexual marriage - are integral to identity work and developing a coherent 
sense of self, particularly in negotiating the centrality of heterosexuality to gender roles 
(Butler, 1990). They worked hard over many years, to dispel a sense of difference. Engaging 
accepted societal processes cemented through accepting publicly circulating narratives, 
provided them with a framework though which they might suppress ‘deviant’, unwanted urges 
which pertained to both their gender identities and expressions of self.  
      While outwardly and socially conforming, internal discord remained, and each engaged in 
private acts to try and find what Amy describes as an “outlet”, for their feelings of gender 
dysphoria as a means to then be able to live a ‘normal’ life. All engaged in cross dressing in 
secret; Quinn and Amy both secretly wore their mothers’ clothes as children, and Amy and 
Daisy describe hidden cycles of crossdressing and guilt in throughout their adult lives, as Amy 
explains: 
 
I tried hard to repress it [feelings of gender dysphoria] and disregard it and live as 
normal a life as I could… I developed a relentless compulsion about crossdressing. And 
that seemed to give me some kind of outlet, erm, for this need within myself. But of 
course, that only increased my sense of guilt, and shame… 




These acts manifested as discordant cycles of relief and guilt. Initially, they would feel a short 
sense of relief in being able to express themselves – to ‘feel’ female, but maintaining 
boundaries with their ‘normal’ world. However, this was followed by very intense feelings of 
guilt and shame, which manifested socially, and spiritually (Mollekott and Sheridan, 2003). 
But, cross dressing often leads to a sense of “becoming” as people begin to make sense of 
themselves though the reinterpretation of the embodied experience (Ekins, 1995; 40-45). The 
narrative implications of the processual nature of ‘becoming’ are clear here, as they use 
crossdressing as a means through which to account for and interpret their past in order to 
make coherent sense of themselves as trans in their present. Significantly, for each of them, 
the compulsion became too much to continue to fight, and instead, they began to explore and 
embrace the sense of relief cross dressing brought. Daisy for example decided that she would 
“stop fighting” her compulsion, and describes the process of transitioning as going “full time”.  
      
7.2.2 The relational and corporeal nature of transition in gendered worlds 
Utilising concepts of lived experience when considering trans lives is vital to push analysis 
forward. As previously discussed (see chapter 2.3.3), the move away from medicalised 
preoccupations had most extensively been challenged by queer theory, in attempting to 
destabilise notions of gender and sexuality to account for fluid alternatives to dominant 
identity categories. However, complete deconstruction of social life though processes of 
queering can be a limitation when exploring and accounting for the difficulties trans and LGB 
people face in social life (Whittle, 2006). Some of my participants do engage in destabilising 
gender and sexual binaries. Sally, for example, found learning about new labels and 
expressions of sexuality and gender a “lightbulb moment” in self-understanding. She finds the 
terms genderqueer and pansexual both affirming and liberating, as she explains:  
 
For me it kind of means erm, sort of thinking outside the box on gender? Coz we sort of 
go by the norm that there’s male and there’s female and it’s not that simple… there are 
some cultures historically and some that are still going that have viewed gender in a 
very different way. It’s much more than just one thing or the other. So your body is xyz 
and sometimes you’re happy with your body and sometimes you’re not, and sometimes 
that’s related to gender and sometimes that’s not. And then there’s how you see yourself 
in your head, and there’s how you see yourself in connection with sort of the norms of 
your society. So the combination of all of it, sort of it adds up to how you present in 





Sally discusses how important flexibility is in her gender identity, and emphasises the corporal 
nature of this as both in her “body” and her “head”. Her lived experience of gender is 
embodied, but is also reflected in social relations and “connection” with societal norms, which 
aids her understanding of self. There is an intersectional element in her emphasis of 
experiences beyond and outside of gender. Elsewhere in our interview, she discusses how she 
“feels” in her presentations of femininity and masculinity, saying “I can’t do female… But I 
can’t fully do guy”, be that through embodiment or behaviour. But she knows “I don’t want to 
physically transition”, and the term genderqueer helped her feel like she “fits in”. The 
proliferation of a more fluid conceptualisation of gender, “thinking outside the box”, is 
liberating and vital in terms of lived experiences and in sociological analysis (Sanger, 2008). 
     However, several of my participants narrate identities and contexts in which enduring 
gender constructs remain significant. Transition in particular is often undertaken as a 
“dualistic process of categorisation”, where the switch between genders is made, rather than 
challenging the system of gender construction itself (Yip and Keenan, 2009: 91). Breaking 
these dominant stereotypes is difficult, and trans people often reinforce rather than challenge 
gender binaries (Beardsley, O’Brien and Woolley, 2010). “Passing” therefore becomes an 
important part of their narratives. Passing refers to the work trans people engage in order to 
live undetected, or to mitigate risk of detection, and ‘achieve’ their chosen gender. 
Sociologically, passing concerns the ways in which the body is “read” for social cues as 
informed by the social construction of gender and of sex (Garfinkle, 2006 [1967]). Passing is 
by no means unproblematic as it is tied to notions of ‘authenticity’ and ‘proof’ underpinning 
medicalised structures of power and normalization policing transition (Spade, 2006). But, it 
remains an intrinsic part of their lived experiences of transition. Passing can, in the form of 
‘achievement’ in gender presentation, bring increased self-confidence, while not passing can 
bring increased risks (Schrock, Boyd and Leaf, 2009). 
     Emma’s story highlights the complex and diverse nature of transition, again emphasising 
the need to focus on lived experience. Emma is an “intersex woman with trans history”, and 
struggled for most of her life to identify with her given, male gender, saying “I couldn’t ever 
live up to the expectations that were put on me as a boy.” She talks about ways in which she 
tried to overcome this, including learning to modulate her voice and used “… any kind of 
accessory I could get my hands on that was associated with being, presenting as male. I even 
had a red sports car for heaven’s sake”. In her given gender as male, Emma engaged ‘passing 
techniques’ (Anderson et al, 2020) steeped in required norms that always seemed 
unobtainable to her. However, Emma discovered her intersex history in her 30s. This 
profoundly changed Emma’s ontological self-understanding; her body, her gender 
presentation and discomfort in both, were transformed both as a way of understanding her 
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past, and her choices in her present (Somers and Gibson, 1994). Emma’s discovery brings an 
entirely new interpretive lens to her understanding of discord across her life course:  
 
… when I first started, experimenting seems the wrong word, but changing my 
presentation, I very quickly realised that erm, I was just being seen as female. Erm, 
and that people were gendering me as female with what I felt was surprisingly little 
effort on my part… I literally just put a wig on and a frock and I went out into the world 
and people were just seeing me as female…. The oddest thing from my point of view 
was that I actually found it more easy to be seen as regularly female than I had found 
it to present as satisfactorily male in my younger life… I’d always found that a 
significant challenge for a variety of reasons 
Emma 
 
The option to transition marks a point of concordance in her gender identity, and one in which 
the binaries of gender begin to be broken down. Emma describes her narrative as one which 
“deviates from the mean” of more commonly understood trans narratives because her biology 
made her transition “more straightforward”. Socially then, Emma found herself more able to 
confirm social norms governing the female body, in ways she felt she never fully reached, when 
presenting as a heterosexual man.  
     In addition, Amy also talks about how difficult it can be to be misgendered. She is aware 
that sometimes people are “careless”, and that they often do not mean to “offend or hurt”, but 
“every time that happens it is a little wound, which I have to accept”. She says that to pass, and 
be accepted as a woman is a form of self-validation, as she explains the following extracts: 
 
 I’d quite like just to live normally as a woman – forget that I’m trans if you like.   
 
And you’re wanting validation of it, and every time it happens it undermines you to a 
degree 
Amy – Interview 1 
 
For each of these experiences, the affirmatory and the undermining, the process is inherently 
social. Passing hinges on the relational; on perceptions, understanding and conversely, on the 
intrinsic ‘unknowing’ of social counterparts. Significantly, this is maintained in everyday 
interactions which are taken for granted as ‘naturally’ occurring (Garfinkle (2006 [1967]). In 
each of these narratives, passing provides the potential for synthesis of self; to be transformed, 
accepted or affirmed relies on the actions of others. However, to be perceived as outside of 
this, to not ‘achieve’ passing, can bring risk. Being able to pass limits the threat of harassment, 
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discrimination and even violence (Schrock, Boyd and Leaf, 2009; Anderson et al, 2020). 
Emma says she says she is very aware that she benefits from “gender passing”. Since her 
transition she says she has not been subject to violence, aggression or harassment common to 
trans women and counts herself lucky here.  
     Dysphoria, gender construction/deconstruction and passing are highly complex, 
multifaced sociological concepts, and there is not scope in this thesis to engage in any further 
analytical depth here. However, I chose to include and discuss these experiences at the 
forefront of this chapter because they are embedded in my participants’ social experiences 
across their life course. These concepts are embedded in their narrative understanding of self. 
This is significant, because it is with these narrative experiences, histories and contexts that 
my participants also enter religious spaces seeking acceptance, love and faith. My discussion 
here informs and gives experiential and sociological context to my considerations of the 
interrelational and corporeal nature of narratives of being trans in religious spaces, to which I 
now turn.  
 
7.3 Trans selves in religious spaces  
In this section, I consider my participants experiences within religious spaces as trans women. 
These experiences are embedded in the relational and are intersubjectively considered within 
their narrative understandings of self.  In some cases these stories feature conflict and 
rejection, but again my participants tell stories of acceptance and, significantly here, 
transformation. I focus on two socially embedded processes. First their search for accepting 
religious spaces. My participants engage in internal and social negotiations which significantly 
influences their search for spaces in which they can engage openly as part of a community 
(Wilcox, 2009; Cuthbert and Taylor, 2019). Informed by their past experiences this search is 
emotionally labour intensive, and prioritises mitigation of risk in the form of self-preservation 
and compromise. However, the discovery of welcoming, accepting spaces is affirmatory, which 
impacts extensively on self-identity. Secondly, I then move on to consider the work they 
engage when in accepting spaces to represent trans people in the best possible ways. 
 
7.3.1 Searching for accepting religious spaces 
My participants positioned their visibility as trans as significant to rejection by religious 
communities. They highlighted a demarcation in their narratives from other LGBTQ people of 
faith, centring the difficulties and risks which can occur if passing is not ‘achieved’. Rejection 
from churches is also experienced by my cisgender, lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) 
participants. Rosie for example, mitigated the risk of being asked to leave a church by 
attending “almost in secret, you’d anonymously slip in and slip out again”. My trans 
participants emphasised, however, that they felt the option to attend in secret or anonymously 
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was not available to them, and enmeshed within this an increased sense of difficulties and 
suffering due to visibility. Quinn and Amy highlight this in the following two extracts:   
… as a gay person you’re much less visible. As a trans person, especially if people knew 
you in a previous form, you’re highly visible so that potentially erm, that creates 
greater difficulties. 
Amy – Interview 1 
 
But then like, that’s I think one thing if you’re trans you suffer with more. With gay and 
lesbian people they can go to church obviously and people don’t know about their 
sexuality. So even thought they might struggle on a personal level, on a public level it’s 
different.  
Quinn – Interview 1 
 
Narratives of choice in disclosure are present here. While a shared sense of internal difficulties 
is acknowledged, Amy and Quinn feel LGB people have an increased sense of control and 
choice over disclosure, to come out in their own terms and timeframes. Of course, the ability 
to choose not to disclose can provide an important means of protection, socially and 
personally, but it can also be empowering, to choose when stories are told and to whom 
(Plummer, 1995).  However, Amy and Quinn feel that visibility increases risk and limits forms 
empowerment or control they might have. However, there is an assumption here that 
cisgender LGB people always conform to gender. Subversions of gender presentation are often 
used as a means to express sexuality, and are also a source of marginalisation for non-
heterosexual men and women who do so (Munt and Smyth 1998; Halberstam, 2019). 
Therefore, acceptance can be mediated through a visible sense of conforming to expectations 
of gender more broadly, which my participant’s still undoubtedly felt acutely as trans women. 
     Anticipated negative reactions from new or existing communities is further entrenched 
through discordant past experiences supported by culturally circulating narratives 
surrounding religious attitudes to LGBTQ people. Quinn sought a new, accepting church as 
she began to openly transition for the second time, having received spiritual counselling to 
dispel gender dysphoria in childhood and a negative reaction from her parents. However, she 
again faced issues with inclusion and acceptance: 
 
… you don’t know how many churches I tried before I found this one. Where they were 
really nice at first, then afterwards they were just like, ‘oh can I speak to you’ and they 
just say ‘no’… They basically said that I’m not allowed to take part in any work with 
the children and stuff. Because obviously I’m unethical. I go against the scripture… 
165 
 
they’ll welcome you when you go, not to go against the law. But then on a quite 
personal level when there aren’t people around they’ll say actually you’re not welcome 
here. 
Quinn - Interview 1 
 
Here religious and secular transphobic narratives are combined; trans people are a danger to 
children and in addition, as causally interpreted by Quinn, this is due to the “unethical” nature 
of her being. Scripture is often the site of justification of trans exclusion from religious spaces, 
particularly in conservative Christian denominations (Yip and Keenan, 2009). Quinn is a 
Baptist, and continued to seek acceptance in these organisations. Further to this theological 
or scriptural justification, Quinn also hints at an underhanded sense of churches being aware 
that they have a legal duty to be inclusive. While this might appear to be presented outwardly, 
Quinn felt that exclusion was enacted and manifested at the individual level, and that she was 
not welcome or accepted because she is trans. For Quinn, faith is constituted beyond scripture, 
in the lived experience of being an accepted and involved member of the community (McGuire, 
2008). As previously explored in chapter 4, Quinn found acceptance and a sense of 
transformation at an LGBTQ affirming church, but this is occasionally narrated as a sense of 
compromise during our first meeting. Her exposure to transphobia impacted the extent to 
which she could attend to her faith on her own terms:  
 
Really I would like to walk in to any church and be accepted, it is restricting me and it 
doesn’t allow me to have the relationship I want to [with God] 
Quinn - Interview 1 
 
    Experiences and assumptions of conflict and rejection manifest very acute and interweaving 
processes of self-preservation and compromise when searching for a new, safe religious space. 
These processes are emotionally laden and temporally influenced; they are informed by past 
harmful experiences and project into the future in hoping to avoid harm again (Schrock, Boyd 
and Leaf, 2009). As discussed in chapter 6, Daisy was open and honest about her trans feelings 
and was offered help and support to relieve herself of them through deliverance, but left her 
church when she could no longer continue to engage cycles of repentance. She was reluctant 
to find another church while beginning her transition:  
 
 
I’d literally stopped going probably until last year. Because I kinda didn’t wanna start 
going to a church again and just have to go through all of that all over again? And be 
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kind of judged. And I thought, actually, once I’ve transitioned, I’m just gonna see if 
there’s a church that would be happy for me to go there 
Daisy - Interview 1 
 
 
The risk of being judged, and ultimately again being asked to repress an integral and 
increasingly accepted part of herself, led Daisy to avoid religious spaces and communities 
while she began her transition. There is a sense here that Daisy needs to become herself as a 
trans woman, to have concordance in her gender identity, and to then seek acceptance as a 
trans women of faith – she will look for a church “once she has transitioned”. In Daisy’s story 
the oscillating dialectic of selfhood and sameness again becomes apparent (Ricoeur, 1994, 
Williams, 2000). An alternate sense of permanence has only emerged through shifts in her 
hermeneutical understanding of her narrative identity across time. Daisy learns new ways in 
which she can be understood and accepted by a community, and self is given character, 
substance, not in relation to its permanence, but in its relationship to a wider sense of plot to 
which she continues to position herself as a trans woman of faith (Ricoeur, 1994). Transition 
is not just something Daisy experiences as external change, it is something she is actively 
becoming across time; she is both transitioning and becoming trans. Narrative approaches 
effectively weave together with trans studies approaches to religion here, as Strassfeld and 
Henderson-Espinoza 2019 emphasise, gender is not something to achieve or overcome, but is 
something that creatively and processual emerges, bringing new potentials for becoming. 
     These experiences become increasingly significant when considering the intersubjective 
nature of acceptance to self-identity. When Daisy does feel confident enough to return to faith 
practice she reflexively engages checks and balances as a means to mitigate risk. She 
researches and reaches out to a church who advertises as inclusive before attending. She meets 
a church leader for coffee and is offered re-assurances that she would be welcome. While she 
recognises she might be “projecting”, she says “I’m not convinced that everyone is that 
accepting” so it is “better to be careful”. Daisy anticipates difficulties with the extent of church 
inclusivity, so acts in a way that preserves her newly found comfort in her sense of self. Here 
Daisy engaged in extensive “preparatory emotion work” in the form of vetting and risk 
management, (Schrock, Boyd and Leaf, 2009: 703) but importantly, she does this through 
disclosure. Her experiences of conflict and repression have influenced Daisy’s hermeneutical 
approach to the world, and her place(s) in it. By leading with disclosure, she has more control 
over the situation, which has the potential to simultaneously mitigate rejection and increase 
chances of affirmation. This inverts the necessity for Daisy to engage with processes of passing, 
the affirmatory significance of which I discuss in the following section. Daisy uses her 
continually emerging agency as a trans woman to navigate access to, and her experiences in, 
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religious spaces. The temporal and spatial dimensions of this work are clear, as she utilises her 
past experiences to move forward concordantly through time (Saldaña, 2003).  
     There remains, however, a lingering sense of compromise in Daisy’s story,  as she engages 
forms of risk mitigation. In our first meeting Daisy has started to attend a new church, albeit 
only as a parishioner when, ideally, she would like to “be more involved”. This church is much 
more ‘traditional’ (high Anglican) than her previous one but Daisy, like other participant’s, 
acknowledges the apparent juxtaposition that traditional churches are often more inclusive. 
The modern, “happy-clappy” churches, particularly Evangelical and Baptist denominations – 
to which Daisy and Quinn are drawn – are much more conservative:  
 
It means I’m wedded to a style of worship that is not my - it doesn’t sit comfortably 
with me. But actually, they’ll let me worship with them. And that means a huge amount. 
Y’know, would I much rather be very happy-clappy in that kind of sense, or being 
really able to do the chorus type stuff? And obviously yes I would, absolutely. But I 
know that I wouldn’t be accepted. So I kind of think, love those who are loving you. 
Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth almost. Yeah, yeah. It’s not right, but actually, it’s 
what it is. 
Daisy - Interview 1 
 
To be accepted, Daisy has to compromise on what she values in terms of worship style and 
practise. Echoing Quinn, they both recognise that there are certain forms of churches that will 
not accept them as trans women. Daisy’s process of compromise sees her engage, to an extent, 
in forms of spiritual bricolage (Roof, 1999; Wilcox, 2009). While these are individual choices, 
the significance of the relational is clear here. The compromise on styles of worship is valuable 
to Daisy because it means she is invited into a community, she is not asked to change or repent 
who she is in order to stay. This is very powerful in terms of developing an accepted sense of 
self, and again this is intersubjectively mediated; her sense of self is reflected in the values, 
and acceptance, of the wider community (Ricoeur, 1994; Williams, 2000). While she 
recognises that this is not “right” – that she should be able to worship where she wants - the 
feeling of love is worth it. She says that she feels “bad being a little bit suspicious but I guess 
I’m so conditioned based on previous reactions”. Her public mediation of self is subject to 
protections, which are drawn through her past experiences. Love and acceptance are central 
to assuaging this sense of discord, which is decreasing with increased interactions with the 
church, to which I return in the next section.  
     My trans participants highlight some of the difficulties they experienced in being accepted 
into religious communities, particularly those in which conservative voices prevent access to 
resources and interpretations which emphasise acceptance of trans and non-binary people of 
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faith (Page and Shipley, 2020). They engage in emotionally laborious processes of risk 
mitigation, which involve self-preservation and compromise. However, these are not the only 
stories, and their experiences of acceptance, integration and self-transformation are vital. 
 
7.3.2 Representing trans lives in religious spaces 
Being accepted and welcomed into a religious community has far reaching, positive impacts 
for trans people (Ghazzawi, 2020), and my participants narrate an increasing sense of  
affirmation as trans women of faith because of this. Having experienced acceptance, these 
participants demonstrate interesting, reflexive reactions to their own positionality within that 
space, and to their responsibilities as trans women within that community. Mollenkott and 
Sheridan discuss, encourage and emphasise the importance of trans and gender variant people 
“coming out as an act of faith”, describing this as an obligation or responsibility to both self, 
God and community, even in the face of fear or difficulty (2003: 123). My participants embrace 
this wholeheartedly. They focus not only on representing themselves in a positive light, 
becoming valued and involved members, but shoulder this as a broader, but necessary and 
welcomed, responsibility to representant trans people positively. Some of these discussions 
are echoed in my earlier analysis of ‘giving back’ (see 4.3.3). For example in Quinn’s 
experiences, new knowledge of accepting hermeneutics particularly engendered the necessity 
for trans role models and positive stories for children in the form of educational outreach. 
Further to this, I engage analysis here under a much more focused trans lens, centring and 
attending to their lived experiences. This is particularly pertinent because there remains 
limited representation of trans people and experiences in more traditional congregational and 
religious spaces (Wilcox, 2012), and I focus here on Daisy and Amy for this reason. Their 
motivations within religious spaces, as trans women, are twofold; to show other LGBTQ people 
that it is possible to have a positive experience with religion, but also to demonstrate to a 
largely assumed cis gendered, heteronormative church community that trans people are 
“normal and good”.  
     Being welcomed into a church had a profound, positive impact on Daisy. By the time of our 
second interview, she had become a central part of church life. Daisy had been asked to take 
on administrative responsibilities, and was spending increased time taking part in church 
activities. Furthermore, Daisy was involved in church events on inclusivity, in which she was 
asked to talk about her experiences as a trans woman:  
 
It’s amazing. I never thought I’d be allowed back inside a church, let alone be supported 
hugely. And so they were really keen to have me at this event ((talking about LGBTQ 
experiences and the church)). And there was a lot of people who were fairly negative 
about the church, as you’d expect. But I’ve had an amazingly positive experience there 
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and they’ve been lovely. And I said that, and I think they were quite grateful actually, 
coz up to that point it had been a bit doom and gloom and ‘are we doing badly?’ I was 
like, actually in my experience you’re really not. 
Daisy - Interview 2 
 
Daisy explicitly emphasises her own positive experiences, singing the praises of the church 
and, importantly, the community, to a broader group of people whose focus on negative 
experiences also mirror her past. The necessity to share and proliferate positive experiences – 
both in academic and community terms – is key to integrating and encouraging previously 
marginalised groups and individuals (Levy and Lo, 2013). Significantly here, Daisy does this 
as a trans women. As previously discussed, while passing is affirmatory, Daisy gains more in 
strength of self-understating when intersubjectively accepted as a trans woman of faith. By 
representing trans identities as happily lived, as accepted, the boundaries of gender identity 
can be seen to shift beyond binaries, without destabilising the materiality of experience within 
and of itself (Whittle, 2006). Further to this, attending to both the material and spiritual, again 
centres the processual nature of transition, as with faith identity, not something to be 
‘achieved’, but something to creatively live (Fuist 2017; Strassfield and Henderson-Espinoza 
2019).  In not only being accepted as part of the community, but being encouraged to “be more 
involved” is a source of great joy for Daisy. Finding an accepting religious space is absolutely 
a point of transformation and a source of self-acceptance which is inherently social. Having 
received this sense of validation from a community, she wants to go beyond paying back their 
trust and support: 
 
I think over the course of this year and in to next year, I want to continue to prove to 
them and show them that being trans can be a great contribution to their – and I 
shouldn’t need to prove that – but, they’re very open to that. And I wanna get involved 
in more things and support them more, that kind of stuff. 
Daisy – Interview 2 
 
Daisy emphasises key arguments that move beyond mere acceptance of trans, non-binary and 
genderqueer people, to those which centre the value and unique gifts their experiences bring. 
The inclusion of trans people beyond ‘tolerance’ help move religious life and theological 
understanding forward, pioneering much broader and necessary change beyond the 
possibilities of traditional understanding of intersections of religion, gender and sexuality. 




I feel that if God made me trans, then that’s because there’s a reason to be trans and 
probably have insights into things and see things from both sides y’know. There are 
things that I can communicate to people. 
Sam  
 
Trans people can position themselves as being able to give back, as important vessels for ideas, 
change and experience. Attending to lived experiences of gender divergent people is vital in 
order to access, understand and embrace difference as a means for social change (Mollenkott 
and Sheridan, 2003; Yip and Keenan, 2009; Hall, 2020). 
     Amy in particular takes her responsibilities as a trans Catholic woman very seriously. She 
talks about the importance of staying in her church – in which she has remained throughout 
her transition, attending regularly and holding leadership positions. Amy acknowledges and 
experiences discomfort around the official teachings of the church on transition, she says 
“what’s much more meaningful is the way I’m treated by the people I worship with and pray 
with every Sunday”. While she was apprehensive before her transition, she says “everybody 
was fantastic”. Sharing a space with people who accept her becomes part of how she embodies 
her faith and her transition in religious spaces, a significant part of religion and faith as lived 
experience (McGuire. 2008). She weaves together tangible awareness of her visibility as trans 
with her role as a member of the community, present in church spaces, bringing positive 
representation of the misunderstood or marginalised: 
 
Because it [staying in church] might make people who perhaps never knew a trans 
person before, might help them to see that it’s ok. Y’know, ‘there’s Amy, ok she’s trans, 
which is a bit strange, but on the other hand, she’s a regular mass goer, she’s a good 
person, she has leadership roles in the church’.  
Amy - Interview 1 
 
Amy’s attendance at church introduces the congregation to something “strange”, but she 
ensures that she maintains and demonstrates behaviours valued by the community. As 
Mollenkott and Sheridan (2003) also advise, trans people must move “outside themselves” in 
order to gain acceptance, to “find allies” both within and outside the church and “take pride in 
who we are”, foregrounding hope and faith (2003: 137, 141, 143). Intersubjectivity here serves 
a dual purpose; Amy enacts her identities for the benefit of others, to increase their knowledge 
and understanding of something new, while simultaneously increasing the likelihood of her 
own acceptance.  
     For Amy, responsibility is emplottted as instrumental to her identity as “good”, further 
exemplified in the extract below. For context, Amy refers to attending a “meeting” – a talk on 
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gender and theology, attended by a largely conservative audience, in which she argued, socially 
and theologically, for trans rights. Further to this, she discusses her work with a support group 
for transgender people of Christian faith, with whom she is ardently involved.  The following 
extract is layered with narratives of responsibility, purpose and perhaps atonement, which are 
entangled across myriad, temporal locations of her identity as a trans woman of faith; 
 
I feel that it’s part of my purpose in life now. It’s difficult to be a role model of course. 
Like, when I was at that meeting ((talk on gender and theology)) I knew I had to stand 
up and speak and I was quite terrified. Coz I felt that I wouldn’t speak well, and I knew 
that I’d be speaking not just for myself but for the whole trans community… God seems 
to want me, or, circumstances have led me to become and activist. With the ((Trans 
Christian Support Group)) and others, to stand up, to try and support other trans 
people and try and be a role model. Y’know. Let people see that it is possible, especially 
in the churches, to be trans and normal and good. Y’know, no different to anybody else. 
So it creates a bit of pressure to live a good life and not let people down. But of course, 
because I feel I’ve led a bad life in the past and got lots of things wrong and been sinful, 
that also motivates me to try and raise my game… So I’ve got two strong motivations 
to live a better life and be a good person. To represent my community, campaign for 
change and support people who – because it can still be a struggle now. And also work 
for change in my church. I’ve taken the view that it’s better to stay in the church and 
work or change from within, rather than leave, as many people do.  
Amy - Interview 1 
 
     Amy’s discussion of “purpose” and “motivations” is significant, concordantly moving her 
forward through lived experience. Here Amy’s faith identity and her trans identity are 
narratively intertwined across time; they are causally connected to bring synthesis and 
comfort to her future self, tied inextricably to interpretations of her “sinful” past (Ricoeur, 
1992a). Here, the temporal meld with the spiritual, and highlight the complex and fascinating 
insights narratives and lived religion can bring (McGuire, 2008). Her purpose is informed by 
God, by her experiences as a trans woman, and the circumstances she finds herself in. Amy 
makes sense of herself though her past, and in turn can atone for it. While Amy’s processes of 
emplotment are centred in her individual narrative experiences, this is also informed by a 
necessity to challenge publicly circulating narratives (Somers and Gibson, 1994; Lawler, 
2008), ensuring that trans people are represented as “normal and good”. Although this sense 
of purpose is located in the communal - in helping support and represent others - I argue this 
is also tied up in her own very complicated need to be “trans and normal and good”, which she 
feels she has not always been. As such, Amy’s purpose is personal, spiritual, but is also 
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inherently social. The necessity to representant and better herself sits alongside “speaking for 
the whole trans community” and to work for change in my church. This emphasises the 
profoundly social nature of Amy’s narrative identity as a trans woman of faith; while 
individually informed, it is a communally located and enacted in wider cultural context of both 
challenge and acceptance. 
     In this section I have explored the intersubjective and relational experiences of being trans 
in religious spaces. I discussed some of the difficulties with accessing these spaces, and forms 
of emotionally laden negotiation which require mitigation of risk, self-preservation and 
compromise. However, these are not the only stories, and narratives of acceptance, affirmation 
and support also permeate their experiences. Importantly, while my participants exist in 
complex worlds where social structures emphasise gender binaries where passing is desired 
and preferred, these pressures appear to be minimised within accepting religious setting. In 
response, my participants actively work to represent transition and trans women of faith 
positively in these spaces. This is significant because Amy, Daisy and Quinn arguably 
experience affirmation as trans woman. Their narrative experiences help to push boundaries 
of gender, religion and sexuality, unfolding in the material and spiritual world, creatively 
emerging as new processes of becoming (Strassfeld and Henderson-Espinoza, 2019). 
 
7.4 Transition as spiritual journey; ‘feminisation and sanctification’ 
In this final section I focus on the intrasubjective, narrative processes my participants 
engage in finding self-acceptance as trans woman of faith. I use intrasubjective here not in 
direct contrast to intersubjectivity, nor as a sense of the purely ‘internal’ or individual. 
Instead I discuss this in line with Mead’s dialectic conceptualisation of ‘I’ and ‘Me’. (Mead, 
1972 [1934];). Intrasubjectivity here relates to the sense of ‘I’ in narrative lives, the sense of 
self in the ‘present’, directly within experience. But as previously outlined, this is never pre-
social, and can only be considered in oscillation and relation to the intersubjective, 
relational ‘Me’. We cannot conceive of one without the other (Williams, 2000). Here, I 
explore the ways in which my participants creatively and actively construct accepting senses 
of self and identity, which as demonstrated, are buoyed through acceptance in religious 
communities. Some of the themes I addressed in chapter 4 are evident here, however, I 
move these arguments forward, contributing new perspectives which centre the voices of 
my trans and genderqueer participants. The final section of this chapter explores three 
ideas. First, how my trans participants transformed the functions of their faith and religious 
understandings from a tool to repress their identities, to one of affirmation. Second I 
consider how changes in their gender identity impacts intersections with sexuality, 
considering shifts not only in terms of self and intimate relationships, but also in their 
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relationship with faith. Finally, I explore how transition is itself is narrated as an 
intrinsically spiritual journey.   
 
7.4.1 From repression to affirmation; integrating transition and faith 
First, I explore the complex and multifaceted ways perceptions of faith shifts and changes in 
tangent with transition. Most significantly, the move away from a punitive notion of faith, to 
a loving, accepting one is narratively significant. My participant’s lived experiences of their 
faith and gender identities begin to contingently interweave, supporting the rejection of 
oppositional and conflicting narratives they have previously held to be ‘true’. Amy describes 
how she actively used religion as a tool to repress what she now understands as feelings of 
gender dysphoria throughout her life. Amy was raised as a Christian, but engaged more 
fervently with religion as feelings of dysphoria grew in her adolescence and early adulthood, 
eventually converting to Catholicism. She actively sought out religion as a means to support 
her battle to repress her feelings. In contrast to my previous discussion on Amy’s purpose, she 
reflexively understands how she positioned God’s will for her differently in past narratives: 
 
… it felt like something at all costs I had to completely bury… what the great challenge 
God had presented to me in my life, was to live with this and not give in to it.  
Amy – Interview 1 
 
Amy wanted religion to help her “annihilate” her feelings of gender dysphoria, in a hopes that 
she could instead “live a normal life.” Amy goes on to recognise that this was not something 
she could sustain, and reflects on “the very harmful consequences” for herself and others “of 
trying to deny it”. She goes on to say: 
 “I hadn’t appreciated, that this something, that’s such a deep and permanent part of 
one’s self.”  
Amy – Interview 1 
This is incredibly significant, in terms of narrative; Amy emplots a very intense and 
longstanding sense of always being trans. She reflects, from the position of the present, and 
engages quasi-essentialist notions of permanence which help bring a sense of synthesis, and 
narrates this as something inevitable, that she could no longer fight (Calhoun, 1994, Ekins, 
1995, Lawler, 2014). When she did decide to “completely give it a go in terms of transitioning” 
Amy began to feel a sense of concordance in her gender identity, but this was coupled with “a 
terrible tension” with her faith, having only ever used it as a tool to repress. However, as 
previously demonstrated (see 4.3.3 and 7.3.2) the support Amy received from her engagement 
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with a support group for transgender Christians, and the value in the sharing of stories, was 
paramount to her integrating her faith and her gender identity: 
 
So, that was hugely important to me… it helped me to understand that you could be a 
good Christian and trans in a way that I’d struggled with before. There was, 
theologically, a respectable position to have… I feel that they’re a God send, literally. I 
came in to contact with them and they saved me, arguably. 
Amy – Interview 1 
 
LGBTQ religious support groups are paramount in people being able to negotiate and learn 
ways in which to accept themselves. This support group, as is so significant in the work of other 
LGBTQ faith groups, introduced Amy to trans affirming biblical interpretations while also 
teaching her that religions are about love and acceptance, not punishments, enabling her to 
transcend her fixed ideas on gender identity to understand her faith and transition as 
intimately intertwined (Yip and Keenan, 2009; Beardsley, O’Brien and Woolley, 2010).  Amy 
exemplifies my argument here:  
 
This journey towards being a woman has been parallel with my journey into God as 
well. I see it as feminisation and sanctification simultaneously. And the sanctification 
is the more important, of course. But I’ve had to, just as I had to unlearn a lot about 
being a man to become a woman, to be sanctified I’ve had to unlearn a lot about my 
previous ideas about God and religion. 
Amy – Interview 1 
 
The synthesis of both elements of identity into one, inseparable sense of whole self, dynamic 
and shifting, but no longer in battle, is incredibly significant. The sense of learning and 
unlearning demonstrates the processual nature of becoming, socially mediated in her 
understanding of ‘becoming’ a woman, but in turn, in understanding how this intersects with 
her past hermeneutical understanding of God and religion (Ricoeur, 1992a; Mollenkott and 
Sheridan, 2003; Yip 2005). The fact that Amy narrates this as “parallel” is very powerful for 
understanding the relationship between faith, transition and self. She cannot do one without 
the other, they are iteratively informing. She learns that she cannot be one without the other. 
She is a trans Catholic woman. 
      Daisy too had to unlearn entrenched messaged she has received about her ‘sinful’ nature 
entrenched in the negative treatment she received in the church. As discussed in chapter 6, 
Daisy was not raised in a religious family, but became heavily involved in a church when away 
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at university. However, she narrates a presence of religiosity across her life course. Daisy 
remembers as a non-religious child:   
 
I grew up over that period wishing every night and praying every night when I went 
to bed that I would wake up female the next day. I used to literally spend hours praying 
before I went to sleep. 
Daisy – Interview 1  
 
A sense of God through prayer (which she assumed she picked up from practises in school 
having not attended church as a child), has been central across her life, and this very clear 
memory enables her to narrate an established relationship with God throughout the course of 
her life, even during periods where she would not have identified as religious. However, 
Daisy’s prayers remain unanswered, both as a child, but also as an adult when repenting for 
her sins. While this was difficult, Daisy, from a position of the present, reflexively emplots not 
being provided for as a critical point of synthesis, a point of concordance (Lawler, 2008). It 
enables her to narrate a different interpretation of God’s will, as accepting of her transition: 
 
 I have spent 30 years crying out to God to take this away from me and it’s not gone 
anywhere. Y’know, it’s the kind of thing that can shake your faith. Completely. Because 
actually you think, if I’m going to cry out to God that much, that often, I mean literally 
every day for y’know that long, erm, that He would do something. So either there is a 
purpose behind it and, it’s kind of, it’s not necessarily the wrong thing. Or. Actually. 
He’s a complete git! … And I don’t believe that. So it’s like, y’know, there’s gotta be some 
reason for this. Or He doesn’t see it as a problem. And I’m kind of coming round to that 
way of thinking, I have to say. I’m not a theological expert by any stretch of the 
imagination, but I am coming round to the view that I don’t think He necessarily views 
this negatively.  
Daisy – Interview 1  
 
Here Daisy reinterprets established narratives of self, which are the source of entrenched 
discordance between her faith and her identity. Having used her faith to repress and punish 
her sinful feelings, she begins to consider alternative interpretations of her faith, which are 
intimately intertwined in her relationship with God. Ontogeneric arguments – that God made 
people as intended, and all sexualities (and genders) are therefore blessed by God (Yip, 2003b) 
– begin to emerge within Daisy’s narrative understanding of self; transition is, instead, God’s 
will and purpose, supporting the idea that transition is not sinful, is not wrong. This shift in 
this understanding, focused on their relationship with God, is increasingly a source of strength 
in self-understanding and acceptance (Levy and Lo, 2013; Ghazzawi et al, 2020). 
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     Amy and Daisy’s experiences highlight the complexities in the processual and inherently 
social nature of becoming trans, mediated in the processes in developing an accepted sense of 
self. Significantly, gender and faith cannot be separated. In their shifting understanding, 
gender dynamically impacts their experience of their faith and vice versa. They begin to move 
beyond the use of religion as a tool to repress, towards religion as a means to feel and be loved 
and accepted. This supports Yip and Keenan’s argument that transition “is about spiritual 
growth as an embodied experience, inextricably linked to an individual’s relationship with 
herself/himself, God, and others” (2009: 99). I return to discuss this further in the final 
section. 
 
7.4.2 Sexuality, transition and God  
Sexuality and transition are complex and dynamic processes individually and at intersections. 
Discussion of transition often fail to acknowledge the complexities of sexuality, as trans people 
are often “erroneously considered to be heterosexual” (Yip and Keenan, 2009: 89) with little 
nuance or understanding of the process or development of sexuality for a person who is 
transitioning (Dickey, Burnes and Singh 2012). Sexuality in transition is complicated, and 
experiences are by no means homogenous. They are socially and relationally mediated and 
understood, as Emma explains:  
 
… in terms of sexuality, I mean, I’ve always been exclusively, weeelll, more or less 
exclusively attracted to women. And I suppose yeah, when you change your gender 
presentation then everyone’s perception of your sexuality changes, so in terms of 




My participants’ experiences again speak to this need to consider relationality in lived 
experiences, and highlight the value that research and understanding of trans lives can bring 
to sociological considerations of gender and sexual binaries and identities (Sanger, 2010). A 
shift in their understanding and presentation of gender had an interesting, multifaceted 
impact on both their self-identities and their social relations, intimate and otherwise. Here, I 
explore some of their experiences, but most significantly, I consider how shifts and discoveries 
in their sexuality also intersect with faith.  
     Rather than conforming to heteronormative or binary manifestations of either attraction or 
sexual identities, experiences of transition actually open up opportunities to explore more 
fluid forms of sexual identity, and many trans people find that essentialist, binary 
conceptualisations of sexuality no longer fit (Sanger, 2010). Amy and Daisy, for example, are 
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much less stringent about the need for labels and position sexuality as emergent within, yet 
tangential to, their gender identity. For Daisy, her sense of her sexuality shifts as she becomes 
more comfortable with expressing herself as a trans woman. Her transition, she reflects in our 
first interview, appears initially to have brought concordance - based in heteronormative 
structures - to her sexuality: 
I always find it weird saying this – in my head I kind of recognise that I’m probably 
just a straight woman. 
Daisy – Interview 1 
However, by our second interview, Daisy’s understanding and expression of her sexuality has 
again shifted: 
 
Yeah it’s interesting, coz I think I always considered myself to be 80% liking men and 
20% liking women. So quite bisexual in that sort of sense… I think over the last year - 
so that hasn’t changed. I don’t feel, necessarily, a stronger pull towards women. I kind 
of realised what I like about women, with the kind of companionship, and there’s a level 
of kind of intimacy that you get that isn’t a sexual intimacy, that’s actually really quite 
special actually, that you’ve never really got when they treated you as a man….  But I 
think I’ve come to the point actually where I’ve almost realised that actually I probably 
would describe myself as pansexual because I kind of feel like, actually because I’m so 
not driven by the kind of sexual act as it were, there is much more of that sense of who 
is the person and what is it about them that is really attractive, and that I’m attracted 
to, and that’s much more of interest to me that what gender they are particularly.  
Daisy – Interview 2 
 
Daisy explores less binary forms of identity labels, which bring an alternative and emerging 
concordance, allowing her to be more open in her own sense of self-identification. Shifting 
perceptions of herself also give her space to consider her perceptions of gender and sexuality 
in others. I argue that Daisy’s continuing sense of acceptance in social life, particularly in a 
religious community, as a trans woman, has afforded her additional space to explore other 
part of her identity, including her sexuality. Dickey Young and Shipley (2020) too found that 
transition – while itself maintaining gender boundaries – may trigger different feelings and 
approaches to sexual identity, that push or challenge the stringent nature of 
heteronormativity. Further to this, Daisy’s experiences a shifting understanding of intimacy, 
through her lived experiences as a woman. She now has access to other emotional and 
relational aspects of social life which she felt she could not have in her previous gender 
expression. While earlier, I discussed the strength of gender binaries in relation to passing and 
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their influence in transition, here Daisy engages a comparatively more fluid shifting approach 
to sexuality, which takes a different but equally significant place in challenging these dominant 
structures. In arguing for a ‘sociology of transgender’, as discussed in chapter 2, and in 
particular paying heed to lived experiences, I show here how the break down and easing of 
gender binaries within marginalised experiences might have lived benefits across the gender 
spectrum (Hines, 2010).  
     A further interesting element to Daisy’s narrative, is that her emerging sense of self as other 
than heterosexual is not raised as an issue in relation to her faith. As explored, while there are 
several interweaving reasons for this, it is ultimately informed by her increasing acceptance of 
herself  as a trans women of faith. Firstly, the extent to which she has engaged in ‘transing’ her 
Christianity encompasses wider, queer theological hermeneutics, which allow her to integrate 
her sexuality more seamlessly amongst and between questions of acceptance. This is strongly 
supported by the ontogeneric argument that God created and loves her, emplotting transition 
as purpose. For Daisy, sexuality is inherent within these messages, not a separate question or 
entity (Yip, 2003b; Yip, 2005, Wilcox, 2018). In addition to this is her emplotment of sexuality 
as emerging, perhaps secondary, to her sense of ‘becoming’ trans. Sexuality is just one new 
and interesting way to interpret her sense of self in social life, which brings elements of 
opportunity and concordance to her narrative.  
     However, my participants’ experiences are not homogenous, emphasising the complex 
nature of considering intersections of gender, sexuality and faith. For Quinn, her sexuality 
instead brings additional elements of discord:  
 
And then it’s like because I was never happy in my body the sexuality side I never really 
understood. What am I? Am I heterosexual? Am I gay? Am I a lesbian? And now I 
identify as bisexual, even though my preference is probably more towards women? 
Quinn – Interview 1 
 
Here Quinn further exemplifies arguments for the consideration of the corporeal and 
embodied notions of gender, sexuality and transition (Whittle, 2006; Sanger, 2010). As Quinn 
never felt comfortable in her body, she found it difficult to understand and express her 
sexuality. Further to this, Quinn’s transition does not bring a sense of clarity, relief or 
opportunity for fluidity. In fact, an emerging understanding of her sexuality, of her attraction 
to women, as a woman, puts her further at odds with her faith:  
 
I’m more attracted to women, so now I see myself as a woman, therefore, I know it 
talks mainly in the bible about a man going with another man but at the same time 
homosexuality is a sin according to the bible. So that then obviously causes me a lot of 
179 
 
worry. It makes me almost like try going against? But obviously I’m not sure. Coz I’ve 
never actually been on a date with a guy, so I’m like not sure. Am I attracted to men? 
I’m trying to fit it with what the bible wants… So sometimes I think I wouldn’t mind 
dating a guy because I’d feel more feminine. But sometimes I think that really 
engrained reason that I’m considering dating a guy because in the bible it says this is 
what you should do. 
Quinn – Interview 1 
 
As discussed in other areas of this thesis, Quinn has engaged and embraced many elements of 
trans interpretations and accepting hermeneutics across time which have buoyed her sense of 
self-acceptance as a trans woman of faith (Yip and Keenan, 2009). However, the intersection 
of her sexuality is something she now finds conflicting. She finds her sexuality has not 
‘changed’ – she remains attracted to women, having been in a relationship with a woman 
before her transition. However, the shift in how both she and society now sees her,  as a 
woman, brings a more difficult spiritual dimensions to her attractions and desires. Hines 
(2007) argues that this, as evident in her own research, could be considered as exemplifying 
internalised homophobia. Again the power and influence of heteronormative social structures 
dominate interpretations of experience and self here (Butler, 1990) as Quinn looks to ‘fit’ her 
gender presentation and sexuality into accepted discourse and structures. In our second 
interview, she has begun to explore this and is dating a man. The enduring nature of gender 
binaries features because he is taller, in photographs they “look like a normal couple”. But, 
importantly, she continues to be reflexively aware of the reasons she engages these processes, 
saying: “But then I dunno if I’m doing it to conform to society rather than for my own 
happiness?” Significantly, Quinn’s reflections are both socially and spiritually mediated; a 
relationship with a man is biblically accepted and would validate her sense of passing and 
‘achieving’ femininity (Anderson, et al, 2020). 
     Internalised homophobia may play a part in Quinn’s experiences because they are informed 
and influenced by damaging religious narratives alongside those mediated by heterosexist and 
heteronormative societal conceptualisations (Butler, 1990; Gibbs and Goldbach, 2015).  
However, I agree with Hines (2007) that this argument alone can be reductive, as it does not 
consider integral elements of embodiment and desire inherent to sexuality, and the ways that 
sexuality are explored and redefined through transition and trans identities. Again this 
necessitates a return to the corporeal nature of transition and the culturally and materially 
situated nature of the body. However, it is also vital to consider the spiritually mediated nature 
of Quinn’s experiences, as she continues to encounter difficulties with the intersection of her 
faith with her emerging understating of sexuality.  
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     I turn finally to Nina’s story to further explore these complexities. Nina is a bisexual 
Methodist Minister and is married to a trans woman. Nina tells me “I’ve been married for 30 
years to a man, who actually is a woman”. While Nina is not trans herself, her story has 
important narrative and sociological implications for the corporeal and relational nature of 
transition, and I explore it here because of its relevance and reverence to trans lives and faith. 
Nina emphasises this herself: 
 
… because it’s not just them that transitions, the whole family, the whole community 
has to transition. Along with them. 
Nina – Interview 2 
 
Nina realised she was bisexual while she was studying to be a minister at theological college. 
She narrates this as “a bit surprising, but there was no trauma. Absolutely no trauma”. This 
realisation was a site of concordance in her self-understanding, and was encompassed within 
her faith life. She acknowledges that she changed in many different ways when at theological 
college, and that God gave her room to question (see chapter 4.4), which Nina narrates as 
inherently including her sexual identity. While Nina was comfortable personally and 
spiritually, she chose not to reveal her sexuality. She was already married to her husband by 
this time, and she chose to keep her sexual identity as something private, it remained personal 
to her: 
 
Being bi, being married to a man – being happily married to a man – meant that my 
sexuality has always been completely invisible to everybody else.  
Nina – Interview 1 
 
Nina’s bisexual identity raise some important questions about visibility and ‘displays’ of 
bisexuality. Bisexual identities are often erased within the straight-gay binary, and they are 
often marginalised by with straight, gay and religious communities. Research has discussed 
the ways bisexual women who live in monogamous, heterosexual appearing relationships 
enact their bisexuality beyond the use of attracting a sexual partner, and the importance of 
understanding bisexuality outside of sexual behaviour (Toft, 2020). But for many years, Nina 
did the converse, and lived this invisibility knowingly, privately. Arguably, this may account in 
part for Nina’s “no trauma” narrative; she lived in the relative privilege of a heterosexual 
marriage and did not, at this point, have to negotiate conflicts in the same way my other 
participants may have done. However, Nina’s bisexual identity emerges as a significant point 
of emplotment across her married, faith and professional life. Nina tells me she became 
involved in equality and diversity initiative as part of a local network of churches. Nina worried 
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that she may inadvertently, unintentionally ‘out’ herself when talking about LGBTQ issues and 
accidentally use “we”, positioning herself as part of that community. She decided to tell her 
husband, reassuring him that nothing changed, and there seemed “no point” telling him 20 
years ago. However: 
 
But then, six months later, he came out to me as being trans, and the fact that I’d come 
out as bi that gave him the courage to come out as trans and think that actually I would 
still love him, if he was a woman. So it actually gave him the courage to come out and 
realised the recurring periods of depression that he’s had were trying to repress erm 
the fact that he, is a woman. So, yeah. I can go back to saying she now! She 
transitioned. 
Nina – Interview 1 
 
This episode is clearly a crucial, and life changing point in their relationship and within 
both their stories individually. Nina’s narrative interpretation is very significant; she 
“read[s] the end into the beginning and the beginning into the end” (Ricoeur, 1980: 183). 
Nina’s identity as bisexual provides a sense of permanence across time as something 
private, hidden, for 30 years. She discovers in the present, however, that this is not a site of 
discord for her, then, husband, nor in their relationship, but instead brings concordance, a 
sense of becoming, to her wife’s identity as trans. Significantly, Nina also continues to 
narrate this as having “no trauma”, again conflict is located externally. Instead Nina 
emplots a sense of synthesis both for herself, but also in her relationship; “a piece of the 
jigsaw puzzle that I thought was a piece of the sea, was actually a piece of the sky”. Her 
identity as bisexual while enduring over time, is newly interpreted, is emplotted as 
significant to her wife’s identity. They both narratives ‘become’ who they always were 
(Lawler, 2014).  
     Nina’s sexuality now shifts to be more overtly socially and relationally mediated, in her 
relationship, but also in her community. However, Nina narrates a sense of her own identity 
remaining invisible, and she talks about facing continuing difficulties with gender binaries 
within both religious and societal settings (Toft, 2020). She says rather than being subject 
to assumptions about heterosexuality and heteronormativity, people “see that I’m married 
to a woman and assume I’m a lesbian” or on people discovering her wife is trans, that she 
is instead, “a heroic straight person”.  Further to this, now Nina is ‘out’, the perceived 
complexities of her relationship are publicly mediated through a faith lens. She talks about 
episodes in which is now expected to engage, defend and explain the contours not only of 




It tends to be if I make some comment about ((Wife)), and they say ‘who’s that’ and I’ll 
say, ‘my wife’. And then if I do get a ‘oh I didn’t think people like you were allowed to 
get married, clergy, y’know, that doesn’t fit, that doesn’t work. Don’t you think you’re 
letting the church down’. And I those cases I’ll say - well I’m torn. Because I don’t want 
to use the fact that ((Wife)) is trans to try and make same sex marriage palatable for 
somebody. I don’t want to use that as an excuse, to hide behind ‘well I know same sex 
marriage is terrible, but we’re different’. I don’t want to say that, I don’t ever what to 
say that. If our marriage is ok, then same sex marriage is ok. Full stop. And if same sex 
marriage isn’t ok, then our relationship isn’t ok. We might have got there by different 
paths to other people, but we are a same sex couple. And that’s either ok or it’s not. So 
depending on the context and the circumstances, if somebody does say something 
negative, I’ll start the route about me being in a same sex relationship. I don’t say, 
actually she’s transgender. I actually confront their homophobia. 
Nina – Interview 2 
 
Engaging with intersection analysis is helpful here in breaking down the ways in which 
powerful social forces continue to mediate lived experiences; discourse of gender, sexuality 
and faith are intimately intertwined here (Page and Yip, 2020) and are an underexplored 
area of intersectional analysis. The benefits of intersectional analysis come from 
positioning these identities and experiences not as siloed or separate entities, but as 
working together, building on and informing each other to challenge these structures of 
power (Hill Collins and Bilge, 2016). Not only does Nina have to defend herself as a non-
conforming member of the clergy, she is highly reflexive about complex broader narratives 
that often derivate in binaries. For example, whether same sex marriage is religiously 
acceptable or not. But, the relational nature of her lived experiences complicate this 
narratives in a ways that Nina worries might position them as a form of loop hole, that 
others may make assumptions that that the previous heterosexual relationship structure 
might make their relationship excusable in the eyes of God and the church. Nina situates 
her bisexual identity as firmly accepted by God more than 30 years ago. This remains the 
same now, she lives her life committed to the church, as a person in a ‘non-traditional 
marriage. Nina’ story is complex, and significant in exploring the depth of marginalised 
intersections in a myriad of ways. Her story, as an out bisexual, female member of the 
clergy, married to a trans woman, is one in which conflict and complexities could be 
expected, but the transformational elements are clearly narrated by Nina. Her commitment 
to representation of marginalised identities across faith, gender and sexuality, both through 
her work and her own story, is vital to research in this field.    
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      In this section I have demonstrated the complex and intimately mediated nature of 
transition, sexuality and faith. This is an under explored area of social life, and to the best 
of my knowledge has not been considered in this manner in previous research in this field. 
and the use of narrative again brings a nuanced and unique perspective, drawing attention 
to the sheer complexities of identities and experiences here. Shifts in sexual identity in 
relation to gender identity are dynamic, and I have highlighted ways in which this shift can 
make social life and self-understanding either more complex or more straightforward. 
Much of this centres on the individual’s sense of self-acceptance, which is underpinned by 
their relational experiences. While my participants narrate some similar experiences as 
trans women of faith, or of loving trans women, it is clear that no one identity story maps 
clearly on to another (Dickey Young and Shipley, 2020).  
 
7.4.3 Spiritual transformations/transformational spiritualities 
I close this chapter by emphasising a fundamental notion which underpins and resonates 
through my analysis and, more importantly, in the narrative, lived experiences of my 
participants; that transition is a spiritual experience. I return to a quote referenced earlier in 
this chapter from Yip and Keenan in which they argue that transition “is about spiritual growth 
as an embodied experience, inextricably linked to an individual’s relationship with 
herself/himself, God, and others” (2009: 99). This absolutely resonates through the 
experiences of my participants. I argue that using narrative analysis brings additional depth 
and strength here, furthering understandings of the lived, embodied and spiritual experiences 
of trans women of faith. I have shown how both their gender and religious identities 
experience dynamic and interweaving changes which are near impossible to separate. Their 
hermeneutical understandings of self are encouraged, enhanced and mediated through these 
parallel experiences of, what Amy coined as “feminisation and sanctification”.  I return again 
to Amy, who eruditely expounds this notion:  
 
Many trans people will say, especially trans people of faith, will say that transitioning 
is fundamentally a spiritual experience. Erm, people from the outside, focus on the sort 
of sensational aspects like having surgery and so on and so forth, but when you 
experience it from the inside, and erm, if you are a person of faith, that’s what feels by 
far the most important thing. And it’s y’know, changed me hugely in my faith life. I 
think, pretty much entirely for the better… it’s made me much less dogmatic. I’m a 
Catholic convert, I wanted a church to give me all the answers and make me feel that I 
was right, and I’d seen the light and the truth and all that, and others hadn’t … but after 
I transitioned, I found myself being much less bothered of sort of the rules of the stake 
and ticking the boxes and erm, got sort of erm - external things didn’t seem so 
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important. I felt what was much more important was the way in which God wants us 
to transform us inwardly 
Amy – Interview 2 
 
Here, Amy reflects on and summarises her own journey, as previously discussed, from one in 
which religion was a tool for repression, dynamically shifting to one in which she can in fact 
use for self-affirmation. As Mollenkott and Sheridan (2003) also emphasise, trans people 
often experience the pain of deconstructing oppressive theologies, before those constructed on 
healing, reconciliation and liberation. Rather than using religion as a stick with which to beat 
herself, she has been able to shift the authority to herself and to God (Yip, 2005). Further to 
this, she challenges publicly circulating narratives and understandings that focus on 
sensationalised, medicalised aspects of transition (Somers and Gibson, 1994, Hines, 2010). 
While these are just one part of trans experiences, they are often the elements given the most 
significant attention, culturally, socially and academically. But, Amy emphasises the real, 
intersubjective nature of personal experience as much more important. This, significantly, is 
centred around her faith life. As Wilcox argues, the sacred, lived experiences of religion is 
already “transed”, conversely it is the “realm of the human”, of institutions, and religious 
studies, which are not yet transed (2018: 85). Attending to these stories is vital, and I have 
aimed to do this throughout. Amy’s transition is integral to her shifting understating of her 
lived experience of religion (McGuire, 2008). Her transition has improved and strengthened 
her faith life. The way she lives her religion, as identity and experience, is not only much more 
significant to her sense of self, but is more welcoming, positive and exciting. Amy reflects, not 
only on her own experiences, but situates her narrative in broader theological and sociological 
considerations on the origins of our gender identities: 
 
… maybe in an unfallen world, everybody would be straight and no one would be trans. 
But, I, but I’ve come to disbelieve even that now. And I think that’s not how God actually 
is and works. God doesn’t actually want this black and white thinking – this either or, 
this us and them, God is dynamic and he doesn’t give us our gender and our sexuality, 
it’s something we sometimes have to discover and explore. Y’know, and it may change. 
And that’s much more interesting and exciting isn’t it?  
Amy – Interview 2 
 
Amy positions ontegeneric arguments considering God’s intent within complex sociological 
arguments about the nature of gender and sexuality (Yip, 2003b). Trans and queer activists 
have long advocated for the benefits of paying more attention to the lived experiences of those 
on the margins. I agree that the complete destabilisation of identities makes it difficult to 
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account for the multifaceted and complex nature of social life. However, I support those who 
advocate for a blurring of these edges, to facilitate shifts in dominant structures of power which 
regulate and restrict the nature of sexuality and gender to binaries. To move away from “black 
and white thinking” that continue to permeate Western social life, perhaps would enable the 
discovery and exploration of sexuality and genders more freely for everyone, not just those on 
‘the margins’ (Whittle, 2006; Sanger, 2010; Greenhough, 2019). Amy also alludes to a further 
important sociological necessity here, which is to ensure experiences of faith, gender and 
sexuality, and of trans and gender divergent peoples are not considered as homogenous.  These 
are things we have to “discover and explore”. The complex pictures narrated throughout all 
these stories emphasises the need to see the values in the differences present in these journeys 
(Mollenkott and Sheridan, 2003).   
     Each of the stories in this chapter may feature dysphoria, repression, marginalisation and 
self and socially mediated punishment. But, more significantly, they are stories of faith, love, 
affirmation, acceptance and transformation. Attending to their narrative, lived experiences of 
trans and genderqueer women of faith brings not only depth of understanding to these 
intersections, but to the corporeal and materially lived experiences of trans lives. Sociologically 
significant, this helps forward the continued challenge to hegemonic structures of power, 
advocating for change, attending to new experiences, hearing new voices. Stories are 
intrinsically social. These stories are mediated intrasubjectively, though individual 
understandings of experiences, of oscillations between selfhood and sameness that are integral 
to understanding their locations across socio-temporal existence. These reflections, narrated 
through significant events and episodes, drawn together through the creative process of 
emplotment, are also inherently social. They cannot be separated from the social worlds in 
which they exist. The reader and the storyteller both have the capacity for transfiguration in 
the intersubjective, relational telling and receiving of stories (Ricoeur, 1992a; Ricoeur, 1994). 
These stories, exemplify this process and bring new and important ideas to the study of LGBTQ 
women of faith, centring stories of integration, transformation and growth.    
 
7.5 Conclusion  
This final analysis chapter contributes to a developing and much needed area of research 
within the field of gender, sexuality and religion and centres the experiences of my trans and 
genderqueer participants. I explored the very social nature of their transitions, emphasising 
the relational ways their experiences are navigated and lived. First I considered the ways they 
narrate their experiences of gender and transition, considering their use of emplotment in 
their experiences of dysphoria, constructions of gender and notions of passing. This helped to 
highlight the ways that their individual narrative experiences permeate and intersect their 
sense of self as trans women of faith and their lived experiences of religion. I then considered 
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the intersubjective and relational nature of their experience in searching for religious spaces, 
including processes of social negotiation, the significance of acceptance and affirmation and 
their reflexive responses surrounding representation. Finally, I explored the dynamic ways 
religion changes from a tool of repression to one of acceptance. I considered hitherto 
unexplored intersections of faith, transition and sexuality, and emphasised the spiritual and 
transformational nature these narratives.  The stories in this chapter are significant in 
contributing to increased understanding of the lived experiences of trans and genderqueer 
women. This is significant, both in broader societal conceptualisations and acceptance of 
marginal expressions of gender identity, but also in considering intersections of sexuality and 
faith. Again while these stories contain experiences of conflict, they are still undeniably stories 
of integration, growth, and myriad forms of transformation (Yip 2018), and it is a privilege to 






This thesis sought to examine the lived experiences of LGBTQ women of faith. I have used 
narrative conceptual frameworks and methodological approaches to explore how dynamic and 
interweaving notions of ‘comforts’ and ‘conflicts’ are narrated across the storied lives of my 
participants, and  considered how these experiences influence the ways they narrate, negotiate 
and create a sense of self and identity. Central to this thesis are the ways in which my use of 
narrative has revealed, supported and celebrated stories of integration, transformation and 
growth.  
     The project is built on the foundation of three research questions which have been 
addressed throughout this thesis. First I asked, what comforts and conflicts do LGBTQ women 
of faith experience in discovering and expressing their sexuality, gender and religious 
identities? The centrality of this question to my research is evident throughout the analysis 
chapters. I have demonstrated how experiences of ‘comforts’ and ‘conflicts’ at intersections of 
sexuality, gender and religion are multifaceted and narratively significant. Across these 
stories, my participants have challenged rejection, homophobia and transphobia, and have 
struggled with and recovered their mental health. My participants have been told they are 
sinful, can be ‘fixed’ and that they are not welcome. However, they have also dismissed, 
ignored and re-framed these conflicts, engaged with queer theologies, found and re-found love 
in God and have been transformed through acceptance. The centring of stories of comfort is 
paramount to this research, addressing a need within the field to continue to forefront positive 
stories of transformation. However, I have demonstrated that comforts and conflicts should 
not be considered, to use Verity’s words, as an “unnatural dichotomy”. They are interweaving, 
never separate, and I have demonstrated how they work together, as part of lived experience. 
I have done this in order to account not only for the dynamic nature of lived experience, but 
to attend to the complex ways these lived experiences are narrated, understood, and influence 
a sense of self (Ricoeur, 1994). The oscillation of comforts and conflicts is significant to the 
transformative nature of this research. 
     My second research question served to directly address the narrative conceptual and 
methodological frames of the research, asking how do their experiences influence the ways in 
which they narrate and navigate their sense of self and identity? As outlined in chapter 3, the 
telling and sharing of stories has been embedded in the research through my methodological 
choices. My use of interviews and timelines encouraged the telling of stories, and in drawing 
on qualitative longitudinal methods enabled me to “walk alongside” my participants in and 
across time (Neal, Henwood and Holland, 2012: 8). My  participants were encouraged to 
reflexively engage with the remembering and telling of their experiences, and to consider how 
this has helped shape and influence their sense of self and identity. Through my narrative 
analytical engagement, I have demonstrated how their experiences have been essential to their 
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hermeneutical understanding of their pasts, presents and futures, and explored ways 
narratives are integral to meaning making and understanding (Lawler, 2002).   
     The depth of my narrative engagement is also illustrated in my final research question, in 
which I asked ‘how can narrative emplotment help inform understandings of the lived 
experiences of LGBTQ women of faith? I have shown how Ricoeur’s concept of emplotment 
brings dynamic and relational intricacies to analysis and arguments. I have demonstrated the 
ways in which identities are made and lived through narratives. Using emplotment allowed 
me to attend to the complexities of the lived experience of LGBTQ women of faith, and has 
emphasised how these experiences are socially and relationally rooted. Significant here is the 
interplay between concordance, discordance and synthesis in lived experiences. It is 
emplotment that makes an account of one’s life a narrative. The synthesis of seemingly 
disparate, challenging or heterogenous events are interweaved as inevitable, connected, 
leading to other events, outcomes and stories (Ricoeur, 1992a). This is vital to my argument 
that the oscillation between comforts and conflicts is intrinsic to understanding the lived 
experiences of LGBTQ women of faith.  
 
8.1 Chapter summaries 
This thesis consists of four analytical chapters in which I have addressed the overall aims of 
the research in depth, and here I summarise these in brief. In chapter 4, I centred stories of 
transformation and growth, exploring the ways my participants narratively foreground 
positive experience and minimise or negate conflict. This chapter makes three arguments. 
First, my participants engage with the re-interpretation of conflict. They do this by narrating 
discord as beneficial for personal and spiritual growth, by locating conflict as external to 
themselves and by narrating faith as enduring and integral to who they are. The second 
argument examined the ways queer theologies are narrated as significant in developing an 
accepted sense of self through synthesis and transformation. These transformations are 
important both personally and interrelationally, as my participants seek to give back to the 
community, to help guide and protect others. Finally, I considered the ways in which God is 
cast as a central character in their stories. Through the use of emplotment, I established my 
notion of “God orchestrated moments” as integral not only to their sense of self,  but to their 
survival. In this chapter, my argument on the oscillating nature of comforts and conflicts, 
through the use of emplotment, brings novel and nuanced understandings of the lived 
experiences of LGBTQ women of faith.  
     In chapter 5 I explored alternative, messy and melded stories of sexuality, gender and 
religion (McGuire, 2008). This chapter focused on my participants who have left traditional 
religious lives and identities utilising two key themes. First I considered the intersectional 
significance of gender and sexuality to their reasons for leaving religion. I argued that 
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narratives of LGBTQ exclusion are intertwined with issues of gender inequality in patriarchal 
religious communities and theologies. Further to this, I discussed the significance of non-
belief to their narratives. I argued that reasons for leaving religion are rarely singular and are 
socially mediated. The second theme in this chapter examined processes of messiness, 
hybridity and bricolage in the narratives of my participants who sought spiritual comfort and 
engagement outside of traditional religious spaces. I outlined my notion of “the faith shaped 
gap”, exploring the ways my participants who have left religion narrate a sense of missing the 
comforts they understand that faith can bring. This chapter emphasises the importance of 
continuing to centre the lived experiences of women within sociological approaches to religion. 
In addition, I emphasise the importance of intersectional considerations of sexuality and 
gender in research in this field. 
     Chapter 6 explored some of the more difficult narratives at these intersections, focusing on 
narratives of LGBTQ mental health and conversion therapy. First, I attended to May’s story, 
uncovering the complex ways mental health is emplotted as socially mediated, shared and 
relational within her lived experience as an LGBTQ woman. Crucially, May narrates her 
experiences of suicidal ideation as a significant point of synthesis and transformation. While 
her story is undoubtedly conflicting and difficult, it is also a story of comfort, of survival and 
of hope. Second, I considered my participants’ experiences with conversion therapy. I 
examined the ways conversion therapy is framed within notions of love and support to help 
LGBTQ people to be ‘fixed’. I explored the ways this detrimentally impacted my participants’ 
sense of self and identity, mental health and their understandings of their sexual, gendered 
and religious identities. Significantly, again, even in the most difficult of stories, 
transformation and integration still pervades, and I demonstrated how narratives of “being 
true to yourself” helped my participants to overcome these difficulties. This chapter brings 
much needed sociological attention to under researched areas, and is significant in 
demonstrating the importance of narrative, and particularly of emplotment, to stories of 
transformation.  
     Finally, chapter 7 centred the stories of my trans, intersex, non-binary and genderqueer 
participants. While these participants are represented across the thesis, the experiences of 
LGBTQ women of faith are by no means homogenous, and in order reflect the nuance and 
complexities of my trans and genderqueer participants’ stories, I gave dedicated space to them. 
This chapter draws on three themes. First, I examined the ways narratives of dysphoria 
permeate the life course, and how the relational and corporeal nature of transition is 
fundamental to concepts of lived experience. Second, I explored trans experiences in religious 
communities and spaces. I outlined the emotionally laborious processes of risk mitigation, 
self-preservation and compromise when searching for accepting spaces. I demonstrated the 
significant, transformative nature of acceptance by religious communities, arguing that self-
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acceptance is intrinsically relational. Finally, I cemented the essential argument of this 
chapter; that transition is a spiritual experience. I explored narratives which saw important 
shifts away from the use of religion as a tool to self-punish, to one which becomes affirmatory. 
Further to this, I opened up discussions on the intersection of sexuality, transition and faith, 
which again I argue are vastly underexamined in sociological research. This chapter centres 
the voices of trans, non-binary, intersex and genderqueer participants, and my use of narrative 
again brings novel and nuanced understandings of their lived experiences.  
 
8.2 Contributions  
I argue that this thesis, in addressing its aims and research questions, makes four significant  
contributions to sociological research in this field. First, my use of narrative analysis, 
particularly emplotment, brings an alternative, nuanced and relational focus to the field. 
Second, I emphasise the significance of intersections of sexuality and gender within 
considerations of lived religion.  Third , I draw much needed sociological attention to lived 
experiences of conversion therapy. The fourth is in providing detailed, narrative accounts of 
the experiences of trans women of faith. 
     While narrative has previously been engaged in this field, my definitive and extensive focus 
brings new perspectives. My narrative conceptual framework is embedded in sociological 
approaches to self and identity, intrinsic to hermeneutic and interpretivist positions. 
Exploring the storied nature of the social world has brought important empirical nuance and 
conceptual understanding to lived experiences at intersections of sexuality, gender and 
religion. In focusing on my participants’ stories and engaging processes of narrative, I have 
emphasised the ways narratives are located and influenced not only within individual stories, 
but in a vast array of widely circulating understandings. Furthermore, I have demonstrated 
how these experiences are prescribed with meaning within socio-cultural contexts (Somers 
and Gibson, 1994; Lawler, 2014). My use of narrative has enabled me to centre the voices of 
LGBTQ women of faith, and bring to light stories that may not have been told, understood or 
heard in these ways before.   
     Using narrative offers an alternative approach to the dominance of individualization in this 
field. Again, I acknowledge that it is evident that the breakdown of traditional structures has 
led to a shift in how people position religious institutions and authority in relation to self and 
identity, bringing increased scope for engaging in religious practices and beliefs in individual 
ways. However, I agree with critiques of individualization which raise concerns with its 
disembedded nature, and the ways in which the individual is positioned as increasingly 
unmoored from social relations (Adams 2003; Jackson, 2010, Lawler, 2014). Alternatively, 
narrative draws more effectively on the very interrelational, interpretive and social nature of 
our lived experiences and our identities. In turn I use Mead’s original conceptualisation of 
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“reflexiveness” – the turning back of experiences and considering self in the light of others 
((Mead, 1972 [1934]; 134), in dialogue with Ricoeur’s (1994) concept of narrative identity to 
engage with narrative, self and time. For both, the hermeneutical, dialogical nature of self is 
central, and narratives, and therefore the self, cannot be separated, or unmoored, from our 
social world. My narrative approaches, then, attend to the compelling and complex journeys 
of identities which are social, ever changing and reconfigured across time and space (Sian, 
2014). 
     Central to my narrative approach is my use of Ricoeur’s concept of emplotment. To the best 
of my knowledge, this has not been used before in this field. Using emplotment enabled me to 
consider the ways in which conflicts and comforts experienced at the intersection of sexuality, 
gender and religion are intrinsically synthesised within narrative understandings of identity 
and self. Emplotment is particularly effective in examining the ways my participants position 
and engage with examples of ‘conflict’ in their experience and identities. My analysis here 
demonstrates complex narrative understandings of self, engagement in hermeneutics and the 
inherently embedded nature of the relational to social life. However, most crucial here, is that 
even in the darkest elements of these stories, transformations emerge. Ricoeur’s notion of 
synthesis is fundamental to this. The synthesis of “many incidents in to one story”, the 
synthesis of elements that are “at once concordant and discordant” and finally, the synthesis 
of time, “both what passes and flows away and… what endures and remains” (Ricoeur, 1992a; 
21-22) have revealed the dynamic, oscillating interplay between these two facets of experience. 
Again this emphasises the relational, reflexive nature of self and identity as embedded in the 
social world. Narrative enables me to attend to the rich and varied nature of lived experiences, 
and my research highlights the multifaceted and dynamic nature of social life as an LGBTQ 
woman of faith. These experiences and these identities are much more complex, fascinating 
and varied than the sum of their difficult parts.  
     My second contribution is informed by the first. Using concepts of narrative, and of lived 
experiences in religion, has allowed me to illustrate the significance of engaging with 
intersections of gender and sexuality within research on religion. My decision to research the 
experiences of women is significant to broader academic research in gender, sexuality and 
religion, and supports the growing and necessary focus on women’s experiences in religion in 
their own right, as lived and socio-culturally important. Bringing a gendered lens to religion 
is vital to draw important empirical and conceptual attention to religious experiences that may 
remain marginal (Avishai, Jafar and Rinaldo, 2015). I have positioned my research within 
approaches encompassing lived religion, because they work to continue to challenge cultural 
power and constructs of gender that have been assumed as inherent to both classic and 
contemporary sociological analysis of religion. Further to this, lived religion supports both 
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conceptual and empirical approaches that move beyond assumptions which position male 
experiences as both default and shared (Ammerman, 2016). 
     As stated above, it is the intersectional interweaving of gender and sexuality with lived 
religion that is most significant here. Page and Shipley highlight that both Ammerman and 
McGuire, in their seminal works on lived religion, did not expressly engage with sexuality, but 
instead “set up the conditions” for more extensive analytical engagement with sexuality (2020: 
59). My research directly contributes to this. My participants’ stories, and identities, as LGBTQ 
and as women bring new and valuable perspectives both to the sociology of religion, and to 
sociological approaches to sexuality and gender. I have emphasised in this research, that the 
experiences of LGBTQ people are not homogenous, and this is especially important to consider 
at intersections of religion. An extensive amount of existing research in this field focuses on 
the experiences of cisgendered, gay men, and my research contributes to the increase in vital, 
pivotal research which also foregrounds the experiences of LGBTQ religious women (Wilcox, 
2009: Siraj, 2012). In focusing on women who identify with a diverse array of non-
heteronormative identities, my research helps examine the social complexities and multiple 
interlocking dynamics fundamental to intersectional approaches, which is vastly 
underexplored in current sociological research on religion (Page and Yip, 2020: 2). In centring 
the voices of LGBTQ women of faith, I have demonstrated enormous diversity in religious 
experiences, and examined the ways in which my participants negotiate, blend and meld 
elements of religious practises and beliefs to meet and support their identities as LGBTQ 
women of faith which are informed by both their gender and their sexuality (McGuire, 2008; 
Wilcox, 2009). 
     My third contribution comes in my discussion, in chapter 6, on conversion therapy. While 
I maintain that foregrounding positive stories of comfort, integration and transformation are 
integral to this research, and to the wider field, it is also vital to bring much needed focus to 
marginalised experiences which are conflicting, discordant and difficult. To ignore these 
stories would be sociologically naïve and empirically obtuse. There are discernible gaps in 
sociological research on this issue. To the best of my knowledge there is very little, if any, 
sociological research on experiences of conversion therapy as derived in religious institutions 
from a UK perspective.  My research serves to open up these discussions, to draw attention 
not only to the damaging nature of these experiences, but in the complexities of the ways this 
is enacted by religious organisations. My research also arrives at a politically significant 
juncture, as the government continues to abjectly fail to engage with meaningful, effective 
legislative progress. It is hoped that my research, through dissemination and engagement with 
relevant stakeholders24, will be useful in supporting organisations in effectively lobbying the 
 
24 My intention is to approach both the Ozanne Foundation and Stonewalls affiliate group, ‘Ban Conversion 
Therapy’ to discuss this further. 
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government, and in engendering much needed public support and attention to effectively 
legislate against this practice. The very powerful nature of stories and of research centring 
lived experiences is palpable in this chapter. 
     Finally, chapter 7 makes direct contributes to the field of sexuality, gender and religion by 
unequivocally focusing on increasing diversity of identities by centring the voices and 
experiences of my trans and gender queer participants. This serves to address hitherto 
underexplored identities and experiences, lack of which crosses interdisciplinary boundaries. 
Trans Studies has been dominated by the secular, studies of sexuality often do not take account 
of  the complexities of gender diversity, and religious scholars have failed to take gender 
diversity into account (Yip and Keenan, 2009; Strassfeld and Henderson-Espinoza, 2019). 
Importantly, I ensured that these participants are represented across the thesis, it is not my 
intention to explicitly silo their experience; these are absolutely valid and contribute 
extensively to my explorations of LGBTQ women of faith throughout the themes of this 
research. However, the stories of LGBTQ women of faith are by no means homogenous, and 
in order to reflect the nuance and complexities of my trans and genderqueer participants, I 
chose to give dedicated space to their experiences. Generating more in-depth and focused 
understandings of marginalised groups is vital to sociological research, and the themes I 
address within chapter 7 highlight the complexities, comforts and conflicts present in stories 
of gender diversity, transition and faith.  
 
8.3 Future research  
Reflecting on my findings there are several potential and emerging areas of research I would 
like to explore further. My aim would be to develop and engage in some of the themes from 
my research in more depth, in order to continue to address the need for diversity in the field 
and to bring much needed attention to underexplored social phenomenon. 
     The first is a continued and more direct sociological examination of conversion therapy and 
spiritual counselling. As previously outlined, my research brings an opportunity to open up 
sociological conversations about this phenomenon. The risks, dangers and complexities of 
conversion therapy as a therapeutic or spiritual practise and as an individual experience are 
unexplored from a sociological perspective. Academic research in this area is concentrated in 
therapeutic, counselling and psychological approaches, and I argue that interdisciplinarity 
here could make for strong research that may potentially benefit and influence myriad 
academic and public policy areas; from mental and physical healthcare, social policy and 
legislation. My research, and research that focuses on lived experiences from a sociological 
perspective could, in itself, be highly beneficial in addressing complexities in developing 
effective legal and policy perspective in the UK. Understanding the ways conversion therapy 
and spiritual counselling is advertised, organised and delivered could assist in developing a 
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much more detailed and in-depth picture. This is particularly pertinent as, at the time of 
writing, organisations continue to pressure the government for necessary intervention and 
change here (Ozanne Foundation, 2018; Ban Conversion Therapy, 2020). Further to this, is 
necessary recognition that even if, or when, policy and legislative action is taken, how we might 
support those who have been subject to conversion therapy remains an important issue. As a 
result, my potential focus would be to consider engaging further narrative, qualitative 
explorations with those who have been in receipt of or exposed to the process. Developing and 
reflecting on the most effective sociological way in which to research this phenomena would 
be my first task.  
     The second is a continuing focus on trans, genderqueer and non-binary identities at 
intersections of faith and religion. Experiences at this intersection, and of trans and gender 
variant lives and experiences more broadly, are being given increased sociological attention. 
However, I would argue that the nuance of their experiences are yet to be given the same 
empirical attention as those who may identify as LGB, both within and outside religious 
communities. Two particular areas of diverse identities would exponentially benefit; first in 
engaging more extensively with the complexities of gender diverse identities, including non-
binary and genderqueer identities. Second would be to develop further understating in more 
diverse religious and cultural experiences. Most significantly in moving beyond Christianity 
and the dominance of Western contexts and conceptualisations here. These areas of research 
continue to be developed (Wilcox, 2018; Dickey Young and Shipley, 2020) and again I would 
hope to engage and contribute further to this area of research.  
     Yip, in his 2018 reflections, highlights that the field has made expansive and important 
leaps in the last 25 years, however, he disagrees with those who feel the field is becoming 
increasingly saturated, and I wholeheartedly agree with this. These stories and these 
experiences matter. Understanding them and sharing them, also matters. The diversity of 
voices, experiences and identities continues to grow, but there is plenty more to do here, 
conceptually and empirically. 
 
8.4 Final reflections 
In the introduction I explained that in a thesis on narrative, in which I asked, encouraged and 
benefited from the generosity of others who were willing to share their stories, I felt it 
important that I also share, in part, my own. It feels pertinent, then, to close this thesis as it 
began, with some reflections on my own journey. In what I can only describe as a sense of 
fairness to my participants, I found myself reflecting on how I might answer one of my own 
interview questions. One which, at times, I found myself half apologising for, as it increasingly 
came to feel simultaneously small and vast, perhaps too obvious and too difficult. This was the 
final question in my interview schedule, and it was intended to round off our discussions in a 
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way that offered a chance for reflections which moved beyond the intrinsic focus of our 
interview. I often prefaced this final question with a statement along the lines of “I’ve talked 
to you today about just two or three parts of yourself” before finally asking “what other parts 
of your life make you, who ‘you’ are?” Some participants told me this was a very difficult 
question to answer, others could immediately tell me. Most of them talked about family and 
relationships, about parents, partners and children, brothers and sisters. Many participants 
talked about work, what they did everyday was self-defining. Several talked about hobbies, 
especially creativity; poetry, music and singing, crafts and art. There were broader reflections 
on class, equality, values, and also on physical and mental health and neurodiversity. But one 
participant answered very simply: it is “your experiences… what you’ve gone through in life” 
that makes you who you are. Alongside unknowingly, and rather brilliantly, underpinning 
fundamental elements of the conceptual approach of this thesis, this statement quietly and 
honestly captures a sense of truth about the everyday nature of the worlds we live in. Crucial 
to who we are, are the things we do, who we do those things with and how they give us 
meaning. My experiences as a researcher have without doubt had an impact on who I am. 
     As I work to close this thesis, to engage reflexively about self and research, I have come to 
understand that my own identity, my journey as a researcher and as someone who is LGBTQ 
has been, and continues to be, transformative. This project has, at times, been a difficult 
journey. At no point did I expect that it would be ‘easy’, but I have found it ‘hard’ in ways that 
I had not really anticipated. I expected intellectual and academic challenge, pressure, to be 
tested, to work long and late, and these things have, of course, been part of my experience. 
These things are (largely) necessary to academic endeavours, and have been welcomed and 
met head on. They have helped me to grow and develop, to challenge me as a researcher. But 
I found it increasingly difficult to think and write about identity when so often I have not been 
sure of my own. I was not familiar – conceptually – with the notion of imposter syndrome 
before I began my PhD. We are now firmly acquainted. I thought listening to these stories – 
of both comforts and conflicts - would be something I could manage, and this again is largely 
true. However, the process of research as well as the themes that have emerged have, I believe, 
deeply affected me in ways that I am still not sure about. I discussed in chapter 3, my sense of 
discord and comfort surrounding processes of ‘becoming’ a researcher. On reflection, I 
increasingly think this tension serves to be an advantage. To continue to question, to challenge 
and to reflect on your actions, emotions and choices is fundamental to research of this nature. 
I think harnessing and embracing these challenges can make me a better researcher. 
      The research process and my participants have taught me a lot about being LGBTQ, about 
what this means as lived experience in the UK in the 21st century. The sense of ‘our’ stories, of 
shared understandings are very powerful. This led me to think about being a member of “the 
LGBTQ community” and what this might mean. The ‘community’ is amorphous and vague, we 
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are not homogenous, there are differences between and within us. In the past, I perhaps felt 
that maybe I was ‘LGBTQ’ by virtue of the labels I use, not only in the ways I define myself, 
but the way that others define me too. But as a process of the research I feel more connected 
to the notion of ‘the community’, as a shared, lived experience, as a political identity, as people 
who are important to protect, celebrate and hear. While so many of my participants’ stories 
are very different to my own, the affinity I felt with them, the sense of resonance in some of 
the things they shared and felt – often things that have not made it into the research -  I feel 
has shaped and supported the conceptual and analytical nature of the research. This, in turn, 
has vastly supported my own learning and understanding of the elements that sat outside my 
own experiences, and has driven me to commit to sensitively and empathetically sharing these 
stories, in working to ensure they do make a difference in the wider world. I feel I can talk of 
a “we”, an “us” and that means something. I think having “studied us”, has made me feel more 
proud of who I am.  
     So I close this thesis, having shared just two or three parts of myself; as a researcher and as 
a cisgendered gay woman. But I also do these things as a wife, daughter, sister, loyal friend, a 
musician (or at least someone who sings loudly in the car at any given opportunity), student 
and a teacher. The telling of stories is a fundamental, inescapable part in our social lives. 
Listening to them is arguably even more important. It has been, and will remain, immensely 





Appendix 1: Participant Profiles 
• Amy is a trans woman. She was raised in the Church of England but became more 
consciously Christian as she got older and converted to Catholicism. She continues to 
practise, attending mass several times a week and holds leadership roles in her church. 
Amy is recently retired, lives in Yorkshire and is in her 60s (2 interviews).  
 
• Bethany is bisexual. She was raised as Roman Catholic but no longer identifies as such. 
She has explored paganism and alternative spiritualities. Bethany is a research assistant, 
lives in Yorkshire and is in her 30s (2 interviews). 
 
• Casey is queer and polyamorous. She was raised in Baptist and United Reform churches. 
She moved away from her faith but is beginning to regain and explore returning to this in 
different ways. Casey is a teacher, lives in Yorkshire and is in her 30s (2 interviews). 
 
• Daisy is a trans woman. She did not grow up in a religious family but found faith at 17. 
She was heavily involved in church life, but left in order to begin her transition. She has 
recently become involved with and is attending a new church. Daisy runs a training 
company, lives in Yorkshire and is in her 40s (2 interviews). 
 
• Emma is a lesbian intersex woman with trans history. She was raised in a Catholic family 
but now defines as an ex-Catholic with Pagan leanings. Emma is a therapist, lives in the 
Midlands and is in her 40s 
 
• Farah is lesbian. She is Muslim, and felt less connected with her faith when 
understanding her sexuality, but now feels more comfortable identifying as lesbian and 
Muslim. Farah works in medicine, lives in Yorkshire and is in her 20s. 
 
• Gemma is lesbian. She was involved in the church and identified as Christian in her 
youth but subsequently lost her faith. Gemma is an academic, lives in the North West and 




• Harriett has identified as a lesbian for most of her adult life. She has recently begun to 
explore bisexual labels. She was raised in a Catholic family, but never had faith or belief 
herself. Harriett is an academic, lives in Yorkshire and is in her 40s (2 interviews). 
 
• Izzie is queer or pansexual. She had identified as Christian and was involved in church 
life until she came out. She is now exploring other more spiritual aspects of faith. Izzie is 
a support worker, lives in the South East and is in her 40s (2 interviews). 
 
• Jennifer is unsure and wary about labels, but often uses gay or lesbian. She was raised in 
an Evangelical Pentecostal Church, which she left in her 20s. Jennifer is a researcher, 
lives in Yorkshire and is in her 30s (2 interviews). 
 
• Kath is bisexual and polyamorous. She attended church when younger, but moved away 
from Christianity and self-initiated as Wiccan. Kath is a support worker, lives in the 
North West and is in her 30s.  
 
• Leigh is gay. She was raised in a Catholic family but is no longer religious herself. Leigh 
works in sports management, lives in Scotland and is in her 30s 
 
• May is lesbian. She is Christian and found God and the church in her early teens. May is 
a retired teacher, lives in the Midlands and is in her 50s (2 interviews). 
 
• Nina is bisexual, but was not ‘out’ for most of her adult life. Her wife recently began 
transition and Nina’s sexuality is now more central to their lives. She was raised in the 
church and is a Methodist minister. Nina lives in the Midlands and is in her 50s (2 
interviews). 
 
• Phoebe is lesbian or gay, but is unsure of labels as she has only recently come out. She 
has been involved in Evangelical traditions since childhood, still attends church, but it 
less sure about her faith now. Phoebe is a support worker, lives in the South West and is 




• Quinn is a trans woman. She is Christian, and was sent to church by her parents from a 
young age. Her mum was Buddhist, but there were no temples where they lived. Both her 
parents converted to Christianity later in life. Quinn runs her own business, lives in 
Wales and is in her 30s (2 interviews). 
 
• Rosie is lesbian. She is an Evangelical Christian. Rosie works in retail, is originally from 
South Africa, now lives in the Midlands and is in her 40s (2 interviews) 
 
• Sally is a genderqueer pansexual and is comfortable using female pronouns. She was 
raised as Christian but the family moved away from the church. She identifies more with 
a sense of Christian influenced spirituality now.  Sally is a writer and political activist, 
lives in Scotland and is in her 20s. 
 
• Sam identified as non-binary and used non-gendered pro-nouns when we first made 
contact. By the time of our first meeting Sam had begun to transition and was beginning 
to use male pro-nouns. Sam was raised in an atheist family, but had an interest in 
Christianity as a child. Sam converted to the Bahá’í faith when at university, but has 
explored Wiccan and Goddess spirituality and most closely identifies with Sufiyan 
Christianity. Sam is a researcher, lives in the South East and is in their 40s. 
 
• Theresa is lesbian. She was raised in a religious family, but left the church of her teens for 
numerous year. She has now begun to attend a new church. Theresa works in community 
healthcare, lives in the North West and is in her 30s.  
 
• Una is lesbian. She is Christian and grew up in a Christian family. Una works in 
advertising, lives in the South East and is in her 20s (2 interviews). 
 
• Verity is lesbian. She is a Christian, and is involved in cross-denominational work and 
support. Verity is a recently retired teacher, lives in the South East and is in her 50s (2 
interviews). 
 
• Zoe is lesbian or gay. Zoe is Catholic, was raised in a Catholic family and continues to 
practise. Zoe is an academic, lives in the South East and is in her 30s. 
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Are you a women who identifies as Gay? Lesbian? 
Bi? Trans? Queer? 
Are you religious? Do you have a faith?  
Have you had faith in your past, but not in your 
present? 
If yes, I am interested in your stories.  
I am a PhD student at the University of York and I am researching the experiences of 
LGBTQ women and their religion. I want to hear your stories - how you have become 
the person you are and what comforts and conflicts you have experienced along the 
way.  
You’ll be invited to meet with the researcher and take part in one on one interviews 
and discussions about your life experiences. Your stories are vital in helping us 
understand how LGBTQ women experience faith, and how religion and sexuality 
impacts on who we are.  
You can be practising or non-practising, you can be ‘in’ or ‘out’ – your stories matter. 
Your participation will be confidential and your identity protected. 
Interested? Please get in touch for more information.  
Christine Jackson-Taylor  
Department of Sociology  









Information for participants 
 
Thank you for your interest in this research. This booklet contains a 
variety of information about the project, the researcher and what your 
involvement in the project would mean. It includes some frequently asked 
questions, and important information on your rights as a participant, how 
your details will be protected and what will happen to the information you 
provide as part of the project.  
 
Please read the information included, and if you have any questions which 
are not covered in the booklet, please do get in touch. I’d be happy to 
discuss any questions you have to help you decide if you would like to take 
part.  
 
Thank you for your time in considering taking part in my project.  
 
Christine Jackson-Taylor 
PhD Researcher  
Department of Sociology  






o What is the research project about? 
The project aims to explore the experiences of women who identify as ‘LGBTQ’ and who 
have/have had a faith or religion. The researcher wants to find out more about how religion 
and sexuality impact on who we are, and how women experience developing a sense of self. It 
is important to gather and listen to these stories as they may provide insight in to the kinds of 
support women need, help give advice to others and highlight ways in which these elements of 
our lives can bring both negative and positive experiences. 
 
o Who is doing the research? 
The research is being conducted by Christine Jackson-Taylor, a PhD student at the University 
of York, Department of Sociology. She is being supervised by Dr Steph Lawler and Dr Katy 
Sian.  
 
o Who is eligible to take part in the study? Am I eligible? 
Participants in the study are women who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual, 
transgendered or queer. They may have experienced relationships or feelings which might be 
identified as ‘non-heterosexual’, or experienced gender dysphoria, for example. They may be 
‘out’ to their friends and family, or their relationships and feelings may be private or concealed. 
Participants will also, in their past or present, have identified as religious, or as having a faith. 
They may be practicing currently, or may have stopped doing so. Their personal religious 
beliefs, or the actions of their communities may have had an impact on who they.  
You are eligible if you fit the criteria above, are over 18 and are able to give consent to take part 
without the need of a proxy or guardian. If you are unsure if you are eligible, please do get in 
touch to discuss this. The research will be conducted in the UK.  
 
o What is expected of me if I take part? What is involved? 
You will be invited to attend two interviews with the researcher, Christine Jackson-Taylor. The 
interviews will be very relaxed and will be held in a quiet, safe place where you feel 
comfortable. During the interviews you and the researcher will discuss your life experiences. 
This might be where you have been, what you’ve achieved or what you plan to do in the future.  
You will be asked to bring a photograph with you to the interview. This should be personal to 
you. It might remind you of a sad or happy time, might indicate a turning point in your life, or 
might remind you of someone important in your past or present. You’ll also be invited to create 
a timeline of your life, which might help with recalling your experiences.  
     It is anticipated that the meetings will last between one and two hours, depending on your 
availability. The second meeting will take place approximately six months after the first 
meeting, and you will be given the opportunity to reflect on some of the things discussed in 
the previous session. The interviews will be audio recorded and will be transcribed after the 
session. 
 
o Will my taking part be kept confidential?  
Yes. Your personal details (name, contact information etc.) will be kept securely, and only 
those involved in the project (listed on pg. 4) will have access to them. Your interview 
transcripts will be anonymized and assigned a pseudonym. The transcripts of your interviews 
will not be linked in any way to your personal details. Audio recordings will be kept on an 
encrypted, password protected device and will be destroyed once transcribed.  
 




Your personal information will be destroyed on completion of the research – this is when the 
thesis is complete and the researcher has achieved their PhD.  
Any data created as part of the research (i.e. transcripts of your interviews) will be kept 
securely by the researcher for use in future academic work. This may include book 
publications, academic journal publications and conference papers. They will only be used 
under your assigned pseudonym and will be edited where necessary to protect your identity. 
Your name and contact details will never be published.  
You will also be asked if you consent to this data being archived. Data will be stored in 
accordance with the principles outlined by the UK Data Service and the UK Data archive. More 
information is available on their websites; https://www.ukdataservice.ac.uk and 
http://www.data-archive.ac.uk. This means other researchers will be able to read and use your 
transcripts in their own research, helping develop this field of study. This does not include 
your name or personal details – these will never be passed to third parties. 
 
o Will I be paid to take part or be offered any expenses? 
Unfortunately it is not possible to offer payment or remuneration for taking part in the study. 
 
o What are the possible benefits and risks of taking part? 
There are potential risks to taking part, depending on your personal circumstances. Some 
participants may find it difficult to discuss situations from their past, or periods of their life 
which have been turbulent or traumatic. Should you find that taking part in the research is/has 
been difficult, there are a variety of support services available who can provide advice and 
support (please see pg. 5). If you do find that taking part in the project is becoming too difficult, 
please do tell the researcher in the first instance.  
Please also be aware that while all your data will be anonymised and your personal details kept 
securely, it may be possible for people who know you to detect that these are your stories. Your 
transcripts will be edited and anonymised to remove identifying details. Equally, you do not 
have to disclose to anyone else that you are taking part in the research. Locations and times 
for interviews can be kept confidential and will not be shared. Your safety takes priority.  
There are potential benefits to taking part. Many research participants find the process to be 
enjoyable and sometimes cathartic. It gives you an opportunity to tell your story in your own 
words. You may even find that reflecting on your life experiences is helpful and eye opening. 
Further to this, it is anticipated that the research outcomes may help inform support services 
and potential policy, to which your participation will be a central factor. 
 
o What if I want to withdraw from the research project? 
Your participation in the research is voluntary, and you reserve the right to withdraw from the 
study at any time. You are able to withdraw before the interview, even if you have confirmed 
you will take part. You are also able to withdraw during the course of an interview. You are 
able to pause proceedings if you feel the need to at any point. If this happens, it is possible to 
reschedule an interview should you decide to continue. It is possible to withdraw after your 
interviews and request that your transcripts not be used in the research. However, once the 
second interview is complete, the last point at which you can withdraw is 3 calendar months 
from the date of this interview. After this point it will not be possible to withdraw as your data 





o Who do I contact if I have any concerns about the research or the researcher? 
If you find that you are not comfortable addressing your concerns with the researcher – 
Christine Jackson-Taylor – directly, please contact her supervisors or the Head of 
Department. Their contact details are available on pg. 4. 
 
I think I want to take part – what happens next? 
 
If you would like to take part in the study, you will be given a copy of this information sheet 
to keep and will be provided with a consent form to sign and return. The researcher will 
contact you to arrange a date and time for the first interview. If you have any questions 
please do get in touch.  
 
Contact details 
Below is a list of all the people involved in the study. If you have any concerns please 
contact the supervisors listed in the first instance 
 
Christine Jackson-Taylor; PhD Student  
Email: cat536@york.ac.uk  
Telephone: TBC 
 
Dr Steph Lawler; Supervisor  
Email: steph.lawler@york.ac.uk  
Telephone: 01904 324702  
 
Dr Katy Sian; Supervisor 
Email: katy.sian@york.ac.uk 
Telephone: 01904 324738 
 
Prof Paul Johnson; Head of Department  
Email: paul.johnson@york.ac.uk 
Telephone: 01904 32 2624 
 
Department of Sociology  






Support available to you 
Taking part in this research is an excellent opportunity to tell your story, and in return, 
contribute towards research which may help other people understand how important our 
relationships, sexuality, religion, faith and sense of identity are to being healthy and happy.  
However, you may find that discussing experiences and emotions can be difficult, for any 
number of reasons. If this happens to you, please do not worry. You can contact the 
research team directly if you have any concerns. There are also a whole host of support 
networks out there, should you want to access some advice or guidance outside of the 
project, or even do some of your own research.   
 
Mental Health Support 
• Samaritans 
Website: www.samaritans.org   
Telephone: 116 123 




Telephone: 0300 123 3393 
Text: 86463 
 
LGBTQ Charities and Information 
• LGBTQ Foundation 
Website: http://lgbt.foundation/information-advice/mental-health  




Religious LGBTQ Organisations 
• IMAAN – The UKs leading LGBTQ Muslim Charity  
https://imaanlondon.wordpress.com/  
• Galva 108 - Information & Support for LGBTI Vaishnavas & Hindus 
http://www.galva108.org/  
• One Body One Faith – Support for LGBTQ Christians  
http://www.onebodyonefaith.org.uk/ 
• Rainbow Jews  
http://www.rainbowjews.com/  










Project Title:  A narrative exploration of the comforts and conflicts experienced by 
LGBTQ women of faith.  
 
Researcher: Christine Jackson-Taylor 
 
Supervisors: Dr Steph Lawler and Dr Katy Sian  
 
Head of Department: Prof Paul Johnson 
 
Please carefully read the following statements and tick ‘yes’ or 
‘no’ in the boxes provided. 
 
1. I understand what the above research is about and I have 
read and understood the information sheet provided  
 
2. I understand what is involved in the research and what is 
required of me as a participant 
 
3. I have had a chance to ask questions about the research 
and these have been answered satisfactorily  
 
4. I understand that my participation in the research is 
voluntary and I reserve the right to withdraw from the 
process, at any time, as outlined in the information sheet 
provided 
 
5. I understand that my interview(s) will be audio recorded, 
and I give permission for my interview(s) to be audio 
recorded 
 
6. I understand that my interview transcripts will be 
anonymised and any information I provide will be 
confidentially protected 
 
7. I understand how my data will be used and stored.  
 
8. I give consent for my anonymised transcripts to be used 
in further research and for them to be published in 
academic articles, books and conference papers  
 
9. I agree to take part in the above study 
 




Please delete as appropriate;  
I agree/do not agree for my anonymised transcripts to be saved in the UK Data 









































Appendix 5: Interview guides 
Interview guide 1  
Opening 
• Greetings and thank you for taking part.  
• Confirm they have read and understood info pack – any questions 
• Collect signed consent form and confirm Ok to proceed 
• Reminder about recording. I’ll be taking notes, but they’re just little details for me.  
• Reminder that we can take a break any time. 
 
Guidance Questions 
• Could you tell me a little bit about yourself – please take me through your timeline. 
• Can you talk a little bit about your coming out story? (When did you realise you were 
‘LGBTQ’? Are you ‘out’? How did people react? How did you feel?) 
• Can you talk a little about your experiences with your faith or religion? (Are you from a 
religious background? Did you convert when older? Did you ‘choose’ your faith? Are 
you practising? What role does it play in your day to day life?) 
• Can you tell me about a time when your sexuality/gender and your religion might have 
made life difficult? Can you tell me about the ways in which your sexuality/gender and 
religion have been in conflict? 
• Can you tell me about a time when you’ve been able to positively experience your faith 
and your sexuality? In what ways do you find comfort in your faith as an LGBTQ woman? 
• Do you think either your faith or your sexuality has been more influential on who you 
are? (Is one a ‘stronger’ part of your identity? Has one had more impact and influence? 
Do you feel it’s possible to separate the two? Have you ever considered them like that?) 
• Aside from religion and sexuality/gender, what other parts of your life make you, ‘you’?  
 
Closing  
• Thank you for your time.  
• Check they are ok, do they have any questions, access to support material and contact 
info etc. 
• Arrangements for 2nd meeting, will be in touch 




Interview guide 2  
Catching up  
• What have you been up to, how have things been? 
• Check in with any significant life events they mentioned last time (marriage, health, 
family etc.). 
• How did you feel after taking part? How did it feel to tell your story? Anything that stuck 
with you afterwards? 
 
Transcript queries  
• Double check any details I want to clarify in terms of detail and/or narrative. 
• Check any alterations in terminology/names/details to protect confidentiality (notes on 
transcript)  
• Is there anything they felt they missed, or thought about afterwards, that they’d like to 
include or discuss? 
 
Considering Themes  
• There are some parts of your story that I’d like to revisit, if that’s ok with you? 
• Outline 2 or 3 themes and check they are comfortable (questions will be specific to that 
participant – noted by me beforehand). 
 
Reflections; past and future  
• In hindsight, do you wish there was anything in your life you did differently? Particularly 
in terms of your journey with your faith and sexual/gender identity? 
• What would you like to do/achieve next in life? What is most important in your future? 





Appendix 6: Example I poems 
Included below are examples of ‘I poems’ (Gilligan et al, 2006). These were created using 
extracts from my interview with May, which are discussed in more detail in chapter 6.  
 
Extract 1 
But it means you get in to that vicious cycle of I am [gay], accept that, now I want to 
change. This, you need to be fixed. That’s why again it’s other women of y’know my age, 
there is that common experience of we want God to change us, what does it take? God, fix 
me. And it doesn’t happen…  And you’ve got nothing to compare that too. And the only 
inputs again are the ones that say well if God hasn’t fixed you, perhaps you weren’t sincere 
in asking for it, perhaps you haven’t prayed hard enough. You were asking for it but you 
didn’t really want to give it up. Y’know, you’re having suicidal thoughts, you want to give it 
up! And the only things you hear are the ones that blame you for the fact you haven’t 
changed, because God’s not fixing you because it’s all your fault. And from then it’s a very 
small step to, well if God loves me he’d fix me. And the next step is well God hasn’t fixed me 
perhaps they’re right, perhaps God does hate me. And you get that isolation. 
 
Singular ‘I’ poem 
I am [gay], accept that, 
now I want to change 
other women of y’know my age 
God, fix me 
well if God loves me he’d fix me 
well God hasn’t fixed me  
perhaps God does hate me 
 
‘I’ (with you) poem 
you get in to that vicious cycle 
I am [gay], accept that, 
now I want to change 
you need to be fixed 
other women of y’know my age 
common experience of we want God to change us 
God, fix me 
you’ve got nothing to compare that too 
if God hasn’t fixed you, perhaps you weren’t sincere in asking for it 
perhaps you haven’t prayed hard enough. 
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You were asking for it but you didn’t really want to give it up.  
you’re having suicidal thoughts, you want to give it up! 
the only things you hear are the ones that blame you 
for the fact you haven’t changed, 
God’s not fixing you because it’s all your fault 
well if God loves me he’d fix me 
well God hasn’t fixed me  
perhaps God does hate me 
you get that isolation 
 
Extract 2 
And looking back on it, you can kind of put things in perspective, but you can also see that 
somethings were real and you can’t fix it, which I know now. But yet you get so trapped in 
to that loop, and that’s where you get to the point of, you are feeling suicidal. You are going 
to do it. Y’know I remember the night I was planning it. I had the house to myself, nobody 
would stop me, nobody would find me, I had everything I need and, just, sitting there. 
Y’know you have absolutely nothing. You just can’t live any longer, you’re just ripped apart 
inside. You can’t reach out there… That night changed things, coz it’s like, you’re a little 
puppy, the runt of the litter - and it’s that tiny last gasp of energy to just get in to your 
hands – y’know, when there is nothing, you just have God. And it was like kind of crawling 
in to God’s hand and just being felt. Just knowing, it’s ok, God loves me, he does love me. 
And everything in my head, all the knowledge was no, no, no, no, no. Again, it’s that God 
does love me. And when you go through a night like that, you don’t come out of it the same 
way. That. That changes you… And I took a long, long, long, long time to work through 
that, but I was always gonna live from that point. 
 
‘I’ (with you) poem 
you can kind of put things in perspective 
but you can also see that somethings were real and you can’t fix it 
which I know now 
you get so trapped 
you are feeling suicidal 
You are going to do it 
I remember the night I was planning it 
I had the house to myself, nobody would stop me 
I had everything I need 
you have absolutely nothing 
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You just can’t live any longer 
you’re just ripped apart inside 
You can’t reach out there 
you’re a little puppy, the runt of the litter 
you just have God 
God loves me, he does love me 
in my head, all the knowledge was no… 
God does love me. 
when you go through a night like that, you don’t come out of it the same way 
That changes you 
I took a long… time to work through that 
but I was always gonna live from that point. 
 
Extract 3 
Hence all this stuff with conversion therapy, it’s a total safeguarding issue. And when you 
hear people say well if somebody wants it why shouldn’t we be able to give it to them? 
Because I would have wanted it. If the internet had been around in the last 70s, I would 
have been googling these things, I’d have been finding these things out, I’d be going to them 
and I would have signed in blood. And I wouldn’t be here. Y’know, because when you get to 
that final thread, d’you know, you don’t need anything else. Those things are totally, 
totally, totally wrong, because it’s people when they’re vulnerable. And actually at the time 
I didn’t like it when I realised I was a vulnerable person in those days. But I got over that 
y’know. Because it’s when people like me can say that – I should have been treated like a 
vulnerable person, and you’ll say that to people who know you and they’ll say “wait a 
minute – her? The bolshie git, vulnerable?” Y’know, it just introduces something that 
doesn’t fit that gets people to stop and think about it. And [0.3] you should have those 
conversations. And I can say there was a time when I would have wanted that, and that’s 
when people have that second thought. It’s not quite as black and white as they thought it 
was. And that’s part of why if we get in to these sorts of conversations, I decided to tell 
people about the night of my suicide attempt. Because to me it was the past. And it wasn’t 
the case of something you’d buried, but something you see as part of the past and you work 
up from it.   
 
‘I’ (with you) poem 
I would have wanted it 
I would have been googling these things 
I’d have been finding these things out 
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I’d be going to them and I would have signed in blood 
And I wouldn’t be here 
when you get to that final thread 
you don’t need anything else 
I didn’t like it when I realised I was a vulnerable person 
But I got over that 
it’s when people like me can say that 
I should have been treated like a vulnerable person, 
you should have those conversations 
And I can say there was a time when I would have wanted that, 
I decided to tell people about the night of my suicide attempt 
Because to me it was the past. 
it wasn’t the case of something you’d buried 
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